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ANYTHING’S 
POSSIBLE 


THE ANYTHING’S POSSIBLE ISSUE 
In the year of the unexpected, the expected might 
have been the most unexpected thing of all. 


CUBS WIN! CUBS WIN! OH, NO: NOW WHAT? 
What do North Siders do now that they don’t have 
to wait ’til next year? BY SAM MILLER 

THE ART OF IGNITING LEBRON 
Cavs coach Tyronn Lue got the world’s best player 
to step up by stepping to him. BY KURT STREETER 


HOW THE WARRIORS WON BY LOSING 
We go behind the scenes as Kevin Durant builds 
his bridge to the Bay. BY THE TRUEHOOP TEAM 


WHAT WERE THE CHANCES!? 


A party with Simone Biles, J.R. Smith and David 
Ross is the most 2016 thing ever. BY SARAH SPAIN 


THE FLOOR IS HERS 
Flying far above the competition, Simone Biles, 
decorated Olympian, is espnW’s IMPACT25 Woman 
of the Year. BY ALLISON GLOCK 

THE 1,586-POUND MVP 
Dak and Zeke get the pub, but the real star on the 
Cowboys is the offensive line. BY DAVID FLEMING 


NO EXPERIENCE REQUIRED 
Alabama, Clemson and Ohio State are riding 
green rosters to even greener pastures: the 
College Football Playoff. BY RYAN McGEE 


ALABAMA SHAKES 
SportsCenter’s Matt Barrie and Danny Kanell on 
the threats to the Tide’s throne. BY BEN ARLEDGE 


SOMETHING TO FIGHT FOR 
Reeling after her first UFC loss, Ronda Rousey 
needed to get back to basics in order to get back 
into the Octagon. BY RAMONA SHELBURNE 


The party keeps rolling 
for gymnast Simone 
Biles after her historic 
performance at the 
Rio Games. 


“I’M PROUD TO WEAR THIS COLOR EVERY DAY” 
Hip-hop star Common discusses race, fame and 
gender with tennis legend Serena Williams. 

LOOK, MA, NO WHEELS A motocross star 
ditches dirt for snow. BY ALYSSA ROENIGK 

SMALL WORLD, TALL MAN Kristaps Porzingis, 
you're going to Disneyland! BY SAM ALIPOUR 

SECRET SAUCE Michael Kidd-Gilchrist’s mom 
makes a mean spaghetti. BY TOM HABERSTROH 

ZOOM In Oakland, they love their Raiders—and 
dressing like Santa Claus. 


NUMBERS With no historically great or awful 
team—even the Browns aren't that bad—the NFL 
is a pool of pretty good. BY PETER KEATING 


THE TRUTH The legacy of Muhammad Ali and 
the struggle for athletes to stand as one in these 
times of unrest. BY HOWARD BRYANT 


2 ESPN 12.26.2016 | 01.02.2017 COVER PHOTOGRAPH AND THIS PAGE BY MARK WILLIAMS & SARA HIRAKAWA 


PHOTOGRAPHED AT THE 9; HAIR BY EDRIS; MAKEUP BY CAMPBELL RITCHIE/ART DEPARTMENT; PRODUCTION BY SHEL BURKS/THE WALL PRODUCTIONS; SET DESIGN BY SARAH 
HEINE/ART DEPARTMENT; WARDROBE STYLING BY ZOE COSTELLO/ATELIER MANAGEMENT [BILES AND ROSS) AND WESMORE./THE SARTORIAL COLLECTIVE [SMITH]; COVER 
WARDROBE: BILES’ DRESS BY ALBERTA FERRETTI, SHOES BY STEVE MADDEN, EARRINGS BY MAHA LOZI; ROSS: SUIT BY TED BAKER, SHIRT BY GIORGIO ARMANI; SMITH: SUIT, 
SHIRT AND POCKET SQUARE BY TOM FORD, TIE AND CUFF LINKS BY DIOR; THIS PAGE: DRESS BY HALSTON HERITAGE, SHOES BY STEVE MADDEN, EARRINGS BY MAHA LOZI 


EDITOR IN CHIEF, ESPN THE MAGAZINE AND espnW 
ALISON OVERHOLT 


EXECUTIVE EDITOR SCOTT BURTON 
CREATIVE DIRECTOR, DIGITAL & PRINT CHIN WANG 
DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY, DIGITAL & PRINT TIM RASMUSSEN 


SENIOR DEPUTY EDITORS CHRIS BUCKLE [INVESTIGATIONS], 
JENA JANOVY, DAN KAUFMAN [INSIDER], NEELY LOHMANN, 
JOHN B. MORRIS 
DEPUTY EDITORS PAUL KIX, ED MCGREGOR, ERIC NEEL, 
OTTO STRONG, TY WENGER 
SENIOR EDITORS MIKE DRAGO, JUSTIN ELLIS, LORI HIGGINBOTHAM, 
REBECCA HUDSON, TONY MOSS [INSIDER], MICHAEL PHILBRICK, 
JASON SCHWARTZ, DAVID WILSON 
GENERAL EDITORS BEN FAWKES [INSIDER], TIM KAVANAGH 
INSIDER}, ROSS MARRINSON, RACHEL ULLRICH 

ASSOCIATE EDITORS DOTUN AKINTOYE, ELAINE TENG 

SENIOR WRITERS SAM ALIPOUR, SHAUN ASSAEL, HOWARD BRYANT, 
CRAIG CUSTANCE, KAVITHA DAVIDSON, WAYNE DREHS, 

DAVID FLEMING, BONNIE D. FORD, TOM JUNOD, PETER KEATING, 

IM KEQWN, MINA KIMES, TIM KURKJIAN, RYAN MCGEE, 

ELIZABETH MERRILL, BUSTER OLNEY, STACEY PRESSMAN, 

ALYSSA ROENIGK, RAMONA SHELBURNE, KURT STREETER, 

WRIGHT THOMPSON, PABLO S. TORRE, DON VAN NATTA JR., 

EVIN VAN VALKENBURG, SETH WICKERSHAM, STEVE WULF 

STAFF WRITER DOUG MCINTYRE 

WRITER/REPORTER HALLIE GROSSMAN 

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS MORTY AIN, JOHN BARR, 

AFFY BRODESSER-AKNER, SCOTT EDEN, KATE FAGAN, 

STEVE FAINARU, MARK FAINARU-WADA, TOM FARREY, MIKE FISH, 
ALLISON GLOCK, LZ GRANDERSON, JACKIE MACMULLAN, T.J. QUINN, 
ROBERT SANCHEZ, ELI SASLOW, TIM STRUBY, TOMMY TOMLINSON 


ART DIRECTORS RAM! MOGHADAM, ERIC PAUL 
ASSOCIATE ART DIRECTORS LUKE KNOX [INFOGRAPHICS], 
LINDA ROOT POUDER, MUNEHITO SAWADA 

SENIOR DESIGNER CHRISTOPHER DELISLE 

DESIGNER REBECCA CARMAN 


DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY, ESPN THE MAGAZINE KAREN FRANK 
DEPUTY PHOTO EDITORS JIM SURBER, NANCY WEISMAN 

SENIOR PHOTO EDITORS NICK GALAC, KRISTINE LAMANNA, 
JULIANNE VARACCHI 
GENERAL PHOTO EDITOR JASON POTTERTON 

ASSOCIATE PHOTO EDITORS ROBERT BOOTH, KAITLIN MARRON, 
RACHEL WEISS 

PHOTO RESEARCHER JOHN KLEIN 


CONTRIBUTING PHOTO EDITOR KR 
CONTRIBUTING PHOTOGRAPHERS 
ANDREW CUTRARO, ERIC RAY DAVI 
BENEDICT EVANS, PETER HAPAK, A\ 
RAINER HOSCH, JOHN HUET, NICK 


STEN SCHAEFER GEISLER 
DYLAN COULTER, 

DSON, MARCUS ERIKSSON, 
NDREW HETHERINGTON, 
LAHAM, TURE LILLEGRAVEN, 


STEVEN LIPPMAN, BENJAMIN LOWY, RICHARD PHIBBS, 

JOE PUGLIESE, MARTIN SCHOELLER, CARLOS SERRAO, 

PEGGY SIROTA, ART STREIBER, MARK WILLIAMS & SARA HIRAKAWA, 
PETER YANG 


DIRECTOR, OPERATIONS, COPY AND RESEARCH 
CHRISTIAN SEAN ROGERS 


RESEARCH CHIEF GUEORGU! MILKOV 

RESEARCH OPERATIONS MANAGER DALE BRAUNER 
RESEARCHER/REPORTERS BEN BRADLEY, CARL CARCHIA, 
JIM KELLER, DOUG MITTLER, ANTHONY OLIVIER! 

SENIOR RESEARCHERS BEN ARLEDGE, CHARLOTTE GIBSON, 
DAN HAJDUCKY, MAX TYLER 

RESEARCHERS SACHIN DAVE CHANDAN, DYLAN P. HANLEY, 
MEAGAN JORDAN, AMBER KOUNTZ 


COPY DESK CHIEF STEVE GORDON 

SENIOR COPY EDITORS KERRI PEDERSEN, 

KATHRYN SHERER BRUNETTO 

COPY EDITOR JAY SPIEGEL 

MANAGER, OPERATIONS AND RESEARCH 

JOHN MASTROBERARDINO 

EDIT OPERATIONS COORDINATOR DAVID ORTIZ 
OPERATIONS COORDINATORS TARYN AYOTTE, JED DAVIS, 
ZEB POWELL 


ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, COMMUNICATIONS CARRIE KREISWIRTH 


The slower we make it, 
the faster you eat it. 
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Back to 
The Land 


Senior writer Stacey Pressman on 
coordinating the issue’s cover shoot: 
“It’s never easy getting three athletes 
from different sports together for a 
photo shoot. J.R. Smith is in-season 
with the Cavs, and Simone Biles was 
visiting family, so we were two- 
thirds of the way there. But getting 
a Cub to return to Cleveland? That 
seemed impossible. Luckily, David 
Ross decided he'd venture back into 
the one city whose heart he broke 
and where he isn’t exactly a fan 
favorite. Upon his arrival, Ross went 
completely unnoticed. Or so he 
thought. At a local diner, when Ross 
tried to pay for a coffee, the 
manager told him, ‘Don’t worry 
about it. When people see you 
today, | don’t think they’re going to 
be so nice.’” MORE ON PAGE 48 
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“In high school, 
Tyronn Lue and his 
AAU teammates 
approached Wilt 
Chamberlain while 
the legend was 
playing racquetball in Venice 
Beach. ‘Get out of here, kids! Can’t 
you see I’m playing a f---ing 
game!’ Lue recalls Wilt shouting. 
‘Ever since, it’s always in the back 
of my mind to never treat some- 
body like that.’” MORE ON PAGE 34 


“Among the seven 
illustrations that 
| did for this issue, 
the Warriors one 
turned out to be 
the trickiest. It 
took a lot of adjusting to reflect all 
the aspects of Kevin Durant’s 
journey to the Bay. | even wallpa- 
pered my entire studio witha 
series of panels to gather a more 
panoramic idea of Durant’s 
timeline.” MORE ON PAGE 40 


“Ronda Rousey’s 
friend and fellow 
UFC fighter 
Jessamyn Duke 
told me this story 
of when Rousey 
cut 17 pounds in one day. Rousey 
wanted to prove to other fighters 
that making weight is all mental— 
juggling on a unicycle, she called 
it. ‘Putting any limit on myself was 
like saying | can’t,’ Rousey said.” 
MORE ON PAGE 72 


EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT, 
DIGITAL & PRINT MEDIA JOHN KOSNER 


ADVERTISING 

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, MULTIMEDIA SALES 
& PUBLISHING WENDELL SCOTT 

DIRECTOR, PUBLISHING 

DAVID KARATZ 646.547.5419 

NEW YORK SALES LEIGH GIACCO 
646.547.4779, BRENDAN HOEY 646.547.5490, 
NANCI PAVLISKO 646.547.5481, 

PAULA SARAPIN 646.547.5793 

CHICAGO SALES LISA GERALDSON 
312.245.4208, JOHN GOLDRICK 312.245.4231 
DETROIT SALES 

CRISSY OBERMOK 248.359.1169 

NEW ENGLAND SALES 

BRENDAN HOEY 646.547.5490 

SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA, BURBANK SALES 
CHRISTINE McCLAIN 818.484.9823, 

REVA ESTRADA 818.484.9804 

SOUTHEAST SALES 

STEVEN GOTZ 404.799.4919 

NATIONAL DIRECT-RESPONSE SALES 

NANCY FORMAN 212.779.7172 

PRESIDENT, ESPN GLOBAL SALES & 
MARKETING ED ERHARDT 

EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT, ESPN GLOBAL 
MULTIMEDIA SALES ERIC JOHNSON 

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, MULTIMEDIA SALES 
PATRICIA BETRON 

VICE PRESIDENTS, MULTIMEDIA SALES 
DANIELLE CARNEY, CHRIS EAMES, 

SARA GOTFREDSON, JENNIFER HOFFNAGLE, 
JOHN McNAMARA, GREG ROSSI, ADAM SANDS 


MARKETING 

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, MARKETING AND 
CONSUMER ENGAGEMENT WANDA YOUNG 
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, BRAND & 
MARKETING SOLUTIONS SEAN HANRAHAN 
SENIOR DIRECTOR, SALES & MARKETING 
JUSTIN HERGIANTO 

ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, SALES & MARKETING 
NAAMKA MILIMA 

SENIOR MANAGER, SALES & MARKETING 
MAUREEN FIALLO 


REVENUE OPERATIONS 

VICE PRESIDENT, DIGITAL DIRECT TO 
CONSUMER SERVICES DAMON PHILLIPS 
SENIOR DIRECTOR, PRINT OPERATIONS 
CHRIS NOBLE 

SENIOR DIRECTOR, CONSUMER MARKETING 
CINDY NORMAN 


CIRCULATION 

DIRECTOR, CIRCULATION JOCELYN STRAUBER 
ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, CONSUMER 
MARKETING MARGO GUTHLEIN 

SENIOR MANAGER, NEW BUSINESS 

PATRICIA ELLIOTT 

ASSISTANT, CIRCULATION HOLLY J. BERTHOLD 


PRODUCTION 

DIRECTOR, DISTRIBUTION DENNIS FARLEY 
DIRECTOR, PRODUCTION THOMAS D. MURPHY 
SENIOR MANAGER, PREPRESS AND DIGITAL 
PRODUCTION ROBERT O'MALLEY 

SENIOR MANAGER, PRINT PRODUCTION 
RONALD STAINO 

MANAGER, ADVERTISING PRODUCTION 
EDMOND BARREDO 

ASSOCIATE MANAGER, PREPRESS AND 
DIGITAL PRODUCTION STEPHANIE FALLON 


ADMINISTRATION AND DEVELOPMENT 
DIRECTOR, FINANCE AND STRATEGY 
MELISSA BETTS 

SENIOR FINANCIAL ANALYSTS 

EAMON ALMEIDA, TAYLOR HOLDEN 

MEDIA ASSET ANALYST LYNNE B. GOLDMAN 
MANAGER, ACCOUNTING 

CHRISTOPHER CHIARALUCE 

SENIOR ACCOUNTANT MICHAEL EDDY 
ACCOUNT ANALYST FELICITA ROSADO 


TECHNOLOGY INFRASTRUCTURE AND 


SUPPORT 

ASSOCIATE MANAGER JEFFREY SICKLES 
SENIOR SYSTEMS ADMINISTRATOR 

TOM IWANICKI 

ASSOCIATE SYSTEMS ADMINISTRATOR 
ADAM HARTLEY 


Copyright © 2016 ESPN. All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without the permission of ESPN The Magazine is prohibited. ESPN The Magazine does not accept and cannot be held 
responsible for any kind of unsolicited materials. From time to time, we allow selected companies to send mail to our subscribers for products and services that might be of interest. If you would 
rather not receive such mailings, please send your current mailing label or an exact copy of it to: ESPN, P.O. Box 37325, Boone, IA 50037-0325. PRINTED IN THE USA. MAIL P.O. Box 37325, Boone, IA 
50037-0325 CALL 1.888.267.3684 CUSTOMER SERVICE ESNcustserv@cdsfulfillment.com TO CHANGE your address, log on to www.accountinfo.espnmag.com 


EMAIL themag@espn.com SOCIAL facebook.com/ESPN, twitter.com/ESPN, instagram.com/ESPN iPAD Visit Apple’s Newsstand to download our digital version 


PHOTOGRAPH BY MARK WILLIAMS & SARA HIRAKAWA 


CHRIS BEAUCHAMP/ESPN IMAGES (2]; ANTONIA CERDA (HIDALGO) 


4 ESPN 12.26.2016 | 01.02.2017 


©2016 movado group, inc. 


BOLD® METALS 

MODERN, MONOCHROMATIC MEN'S DESIGN. 
44MM STAINLESS STEEL CHRONOGRAPH. 
MOVADO.COM 


—— 
—e, 
eid 
— 
— 
sl 
— 


MOVADO 


MODERN AHEAD OF ITS TIME 


Ain. 


BY 
PETER 
KEATING 


From Good to Not Great Sorry, Raiders and Cowboys 
fans—your teams just aren't that good. Really, no 
NEL team is in 2016. Is mediocre the league’s new normal? 


t might seem like there’s as much separation as ever between good and 
bad NFL teams. As I write this, Dallas and New England have a chance 
to go 14-2, while Cleveland could finish 0-16. 

But as the NFL regular season draws to a close, a deeper look at the numbers reveals the 
opposite: Teams are bunched in talent much more closely than they appear. The league is at 
a crossroads, and the next few years will determine which contending franchises will rise to 
new dominance—or whether that’s even possible anymore. 

The technical way to express how the gap between teams has shrunk is by standard devia- 
tion of team point differentials. That’s down 16.3 percent this season (through Week 14) to 
its lowest point in at least five years—which is to say that even the best teams aren’t great and 
even the worst aren’t historically awful. The Patriots, for instance, are on track to outscore 
opponents by 146 points, which would be the biggest margin in the NFL but the third small- 
est to lead the league in a 16-game schedule. Behind them, the Chiefs, Giants and Lions have 
won more than two-thirds of their games while beating their foes by fewer than 100 points 
combined. Meanwhile, the Browns, prorated, will be outscored by 207 points—surely hideous, 
but not in the all-time bottom 40 since 1940 and nowhere close to the winless 2008 Lions 
(minus-249) or 1976 Buccaneers (minus-287). 

It’s mostly chance that teams look less squished together than they actually are. For one 
thing, the league’s bottom-feeders have been pretty awful but also awfully unlucky. Through 
Week 14, Cleveland, San Francisco, Jacksonville and Chicago were a combined 3-19 in games 
decided by a touchdown or less. And at the other end of the standings, a handful of winning 
clubs have played severely over their heads. Dallas and Oakland might be popular favorites 
to meet in the Super Bowl, but both teams are on pace to outperform their underlying statis- 
tics by more than two wins this season. The Cowboys and Raiders are worthy contenders, but 
they're more similar to 10- or 11-win teams of the past than to 14- or 15-win juggernauts. 

It’s between these extremes that you can really see the NFL’s compression: With two 
games remaining, 12 teams were on track to win eight to 10 games and were therefore at 
the lower end of playoff contention. That’s a large group; only nine clubs posted eight to 10 
wins in each of the past two seasons. And I think one reason for the big number is that many 
of these teams have lopsided rosters. 


Consider Atlanta, tied atop the NFC South and gaining more yards 
per play and scoring more points than any other team in the NFL. 
The Falcons’ offense is in fact 11.1 points per game above average 
after adjusting for opponents, according to Pro Football Reference’s 
simple rating system, and their defense is 3.5 points per game below 
average. That difference is the largest since the 2013 Broncos, and 
that kind of disparity has become more common. Think of Houston, 
Indianapolis, Seattle ... Overall, eight teams have a gap of more than 
aTD per game between their offensive and defensive units this sea- 
son—twice as many as in any of the past three seasons. 

So welcome to the season, and possibly the era, of the B-plus NFL 
team. As a handful of franchises bottom out and others, such as 
Carolina and Cincinnati, sag unexpectedly, there have been unan- 
ticipated wins to go around for the likes of Miami and Tampa Bay. 
But not one of the teams posting gains this season is great yet, and 
some are literally only half-good. 

Any member of the burgeoning pretty-decent club might keep 
drafting well and evolve into, say, the next Steelers. But there’s an- 
other possibility. From 2010 to 2015, the number of games that NFL 
teams’ key players lost to injury jumped by 36 percent, according to 
Football Outsiders. Injuries might now be so rampant that it’s prac- 
tically impossible to build complete, high-quality units that survive 
intact for 16 weeks. After all, Green Bay didn’t plan an unbalanced 
roster this year any more than Minnesota; injuries blew apart the 
Packers’ defense and severely set back the Vikings’ offense. It only 
takes one or two big names—such as Clay Matthews or Teddy Bridge- 
water and Adrian Peterson—to go down. As star athletes spend more 
time on the sideline, the standings are more likely to churn. 

Lull or tipping point? We can’t be sure yet what 2016 will prove to 
be. But we can already see the NFL is heading someplace different. 
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Spreading peace to the world can 
happen one handwritten letter at a time. 


Putting thoughts on paper can be a powerful way to express feelings, heal and 

inspire. We asked five people whose lives have been touched by violence or Pa er& 
cruelty to write Letters of Peace that reflect their enduring faith in humanity. ' 
Meet the authors, read their letters and learn more about the power of paper. Packaging 
Visit howlifeunfolds.com/lettersofpeace | #lettersofpeace How life unfolds: 


A charitable donation was made on behalf of the author of this letter. 
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As Si OStar=winmineehip-hop Renaissance man, 

Com In@m has prougntaspotlight to nuanced 
discussi@MS0r race ama activism. His latest contribution 
to the dia@l6sue was the November release of his album 
BlackhAimerca Asai critically acclaimed musical 
aeression Of tne tensions of our time. It’s also a 
fetlection of tie conversations he’s had with prominent 
figures avout racial divisiveness in this country. 


One or those people's his longtime friend 
Serena Willamsearter a year in which the sports 
World was domurtated by national-anthem 
Protests anaequal-pay debates, Common and the 
tenmistegend recently sat down for a candid 
Conversation about fame, race and gender. What 
follows is an edited, condensed version of 
Pndefeated in Depth: Serena and Common, an 
interview special that debuted on ESPN. 
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COMMON: Do you feel like you and Venus opened 
up doors for black women in sports? 

SERENA WILLIAMS: Obviously, everything I’ve done 
is because of the help of my sister Venus. But when 
I started out, I never thought, “I want to open 

up doors for black athletes,” and then to female 
athletes. I ended up on this path and people 
started looking up to me and it was different, 
because I was like, “I’m just doing me.’ And people 


were starting to appreciate it; I was like, “Wow, 
OK, that’s kind of cool.” 

C: Was it a weight that you didn’t know you were 
going to have to take on? 

SW: I never think of it as a weight. I believe that 
God never gives you more than what you can 
handle, and for me, I’m not carrying it alone. 

I embrace it. 

C: Do you ever get discouraged, feeling like you’ve 
got too much responsibility or that people expect 
too much from you? 

SW: Only sometimes on the court. When I’m 
playing a final of a grand slam, that’s when I feel a 
lot of expectations and that’s when I’m like, 
“Serena, would you rather be having your 22 titles, 
or would you rather have, like, two or three and 
people not having these expectations?” I kind of 
try to flip it like that. That’s hard as a black woman 
and being someone who’s black in America, 
representing this country when I’m playing and 
when I’m doing things. 

C: When did you first realize you were black? 


CLIVE BRUNSKILL/GETTY IMAGES 


SW: I don’t know. I’ve always known I was black. 
C: I’m gonna tell you when I realized I was black, 
when I realized that people looked at me differ- 
ently for being black: My mother took me and my 
godbrother shopping—we went to a nice little 
neighborhood—and on the way back we stopped 
at this candy store. She let me and my godbrother 
walk in—it was a predominantly white neighbor- 
hood—and when we walked in we were getting 
chips and candy and this little white kid was going 
“b-]-a-c-k, b-l-a-c-k.” And I felt a little hurt. I was 
like, “Yeah, I am black.” I had to be about 8 years 
old, and I guess that’s the moment I realized that 
some people looked at me different for being 
black. So was there a point where you realized 
people look at you different because youre black? 
SW: From the first day I stepped on the scene ... 
I’m talking when I’m really young, because we'd go 
to parks, and where I was from we would train in 
Compton, and we would go to these parks and 
there’s usually only white people that play tennis, 
you know? So for probably as long as I can 
remember, I’ve always been able to relate that I 
am black. I am different because of what I do. But 
Ialso had my family around and Venus was doing 
it too, and my other sisters were doing it. 

I do remember one time I was playing, and 
these kids came up behind me while we were 
practicing and—I was probably, like, 7—they 
were calling me Blacky. [Both laugh.] Me and 
Venus, they were like, “Blacky and Blacky.” I 
remember thinking, “I don’t really care’—and 
that’s pretty crazy to think that at that age. 

C: Do you think some of that sensibility and 
confidence came from your father and mother? 
Because both of them are intelligent, strong and 
they embrace their blackness. So was it something 
that they instilled in you and your sisters? 

SW: They always wanted us to be proud of who we 
are and who we were. A lot of black people, 
unfortunately, especially growing up, are discour- 
aged, like, “You don’t look good” or “Your hair is 
not pretty” or “Your skin’s too dark.” We were 
always told to love ourselves. My dad always said 
you have to know your history, and if you know 
your past, you can have a great future. So we 
always watched specials on TV... 

C: Like Roots ... 

SW: Yeah, we watched all that stuff just to learn 
about our history. You become proud, you see all 
the stuff your people went through so you have an 
opportunity. Like that poem that Maya Angelou 
said, that we are the hope and the dream of a slave. 
If you think about what the slave had to go 
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THE FULL UNDEFEATED IN DEPTH: 
SERENA AND COMMON INTERVIEW IS 
STREAMING NOW ON WATCHESPN 


“TEL WERE A 
MAN, I'D 
HAVE BEEN 
CONSIDERED 
THE GREATEST 
EVER A LONG 
TIME AGO," 


SERENA WILLIAMS 


live—I wouldn’t want to be any other color. There’s 
no other race, to me, that has such a tough history 
for hundreds and hundreds of years, and only the 
strong survive, so we were the strongest and the 
most mentally tough, and I’m really proud to wear 
this color every single day of my life. 

C: As we talk about black people being marginal- 
ized and women being marginalized, do you think 
it’s ironic that a black woman is in the conversa- 
tion as the greatest athlete ever? 

SW: I think if I were a man, I would have been in 
that conversation a long time ago. I think being a 
woman is just a whole new set of problems from 
society that you have to deal with, as well as being 
black, so it’s a lot to deal with—and especially 
lately. I’ve been able to speak up for women’s rights 
because I think that gets lost in color, or gets lost 
in cultures. Women make up so much of this 
world, and, yeah, if I were a man, I would have 
100 percent been considered the greatest ever a 
long time ago. 

C: You've been scrutinized since you began 

in tennis, right? What allowed you to work 
through that? 

SW: I’m so focused on what I need to do to be the 
best I can be—and then better. At a very young 
age, I think I was 17, I stopped reading any press 
about me. I think that helped me avoid a lot of the 
scrutiny, and I kind of put myselfin a bubble. I feel 
like I definitely was scrutinized because I was 
confident—I was black and I was confident. And 
Iam black and I am confident. But I would say, 

“T feel like I can be No. 1.” [Imitates shock.] Well, 
why shouldn’t I say that? If I don’t think I’m going 
to be the best, why do I play? 

C: You said you were scrutinized for your body too. 
And that’s something that a lot of black women 
have experienced. But with you being on the 
platform that you are on, did you at some point just 
say, I need to just embrace this—not just for me but 
for all the different sizes, shapes of black women? 
SW: There was a time when I didn’t feel incredibly 
comfortable about my body because I felt like I 
was too strong. I had to take a second and think, 
“Who says I’m too strong? This body has enabled 
me to be the greatest player that I can be.” 

And now my body is in style, so I’m feeling good 
about it. /Laughs.] Like, I’m finally in style! It 
took awhile to get there. I’m just really thankful 
for the way I was brought up by my mom and my 
dad to give me that confidence. I could have been 
discouraged, and I wouldn't be as great as I was 
because I would have done different exercises or 
I would have done different things. I totally 


through, and then the life that we are privileged to Dis embrace who I am and what I am. G 
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Maddison will debut 
Snow BikeCross, a new 
X Games competition. 


No Wheels 


Motocross star Robbie Maddison has 
conquered earth, wind and water on his dirt bike. 
His next quest? The snow at X Games Aspen. 


BY ALYSSA ROENIGK 
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After the success of Pipe Dream, Maddison 


worked with Canadian company C3 PowerSports 


to develop a limited-edition Yeti SnowMX conversion 


kit that allows riders to modify a dirt bike for snow. 


t’s been nearly five years since 
Australian motocross star Robbie 
Maddison took on freestyle 
courses at the X Games. But when 
he makes his return at X Games 
Aspen (Jan. 26-29), he won't be kicking up 
dirt—he'll be making tracks in the snow. 

Maddison will be one of 16 riders debuting 
Snow BikeCross, a motocross-style, closed-course 
competition featuring rollers, banked turns and 
jumps. The first rider to the finish wins. “It’s going 
to be a stacked field,” says Maddison, a freestyle 
motocross champion famous for his groundbreak- 
ing stunts. “I’m excited to get back to racing, to 
how I started in motocross.” 

Snow bike is, in fact, only the latest in a series of 
innovations by Maddison that have prolonged his 
career. At 35, an age when most freestyle riders 
have retired from competition or traded two 
wheels for four, he is as relevant as ever. One of the 
most creative action sports athletes, he’s won 
freestyle titles, set Guinness world records for 
distance-jumping his dirt bike and executed some 
of the most audacious motorcycle stunts since 
Evel Knievel. He has jumped onto a replica of the 
Arc de Triomphe in Las Vegas, backflipped 
London's Tower Bridge and launched across the 
Corinth Canal in Greece. 

But it was a life-altering crash four and a half 
years ago that led him to rethink the potential of his 
machine. In 2012, while practicing for Moto X 
Speed & Style at X Games Los Angeles, he crashed 
in the whoops section and broke several ribs, one of 
which collapsed a lung and pushed against his 
aorta. “I almost died there on the dirt,” Maddison 
says. “The doctors said, ‘You'll never ride a motor- 
cycle again. You need to change your lifestyle’ I 
spent a week in the hospital feeling totally demoral- 
ized and contemplating my future.” 

After months of intense physical therapy, 
Maddison defied the doctors and got back onto 
his bike. But he decided competing in freestyle 
was no longer worth the risk. Instead, while at his 
home in Australia the following winter, he 
rekindled a thought he’d had many times before 
while surfing and wakeboarding. “I’m fascinated 
by the way water moves around boats,” Maddison 
says. “My mind started wandering. I knew with 


Here’s how it’s done. 


» 4 


THE KTM 450 SX-F, 
CONVERTED FOR SNOW 


1 Start with any dirt bike. 
Maddison will ride a KTM 450 
SX-F at X Games Aspen. 


2 Remove the rear end of the 
motorcycle, including the 
swingarm, chain, brake, shock 
and rear wheel. 


the right speed and the right skis, water has 
enough surface tension that I should be able to 
ride my dirt bike on water.” 

Enter Bill King, a former rocket scientist who 
as VP of 2Moto engineered one of the first snow 
conversion kits for dirt bikes. King flew from 
Boise to Maddison’s home in California, looked at 
his sketches of a ski attached to the front and back 
wheels of his dirt bike and declared, “This will 
work.’ After experimenting with various bike 
manufacturers and several design modifications, 
Maddison rode a KTM 300 XC two-stroke 7% 
miles across California’s Lake Elsinore. Once he 
proved it possible to ride a motorcycle on water 
for long distances, he set his sights on the 
seemingly impossible. 

After two years of endless trial and error, 
countless failures and dozens of sunk bikes, 
Maddison and DC Shoes released Pipe Dream in 
August 2015. The action sports video features him 
surfing his KTM on Tahiti’s Teahupo’o, known as 
the heaviest wave in the world. The video has about 
25 million YouTube views. “That project solidified 
to me having the confidence to follow my passions,” 
he says. “It excites me to think about what's possible 
as human beings. What else am I capable of? That’s 
the question I wake up with most days.” 


3 Using the adapters for your 
specific model of bike included 
in the installation kit, bolt the 
track base from the conversion 
kit onto the frame at the 
swingarm pivot point. 

4 Remove the front wheel. 


® Adjusted areas 


5 Using the mounting kit, bolt the 
ski from the conversion kit onto 
the bottom of the fork legs. 


6 Wait for snow. 


Pipe Dream reinvigorated Maddison’s career. In 
the spring, he got a call from D.J. Caruso, the 
director of xXx: Return of Xander Cage, the Vin 
Diesel action movie due out in January. Caruso 
invited Maddison, who had previously doubled 
James Bond in Skyfall, to bring his moto surfer to 
the Dominican Republic. He wanted Maddison to 
re-create his water bike stunts for the film. One 
small problem: Maddison looks nothing like Vin 
Diesel. A bigger problem: No one else could 
maneuver the machine. So Maddison shaved his 
head and donned a muscle suit to double Diesel 
racing across waves on a dirt bike. 

Now Maddison is shooting Pipe Dream 2 on 
a second-generation version of his water bike, 
with plans to release the first footage around 
Christmas—before he shifts his attention from 
water to snow. He’s proved he can surf on a dirt 
bike; now he’ll see how he stacks up racing one 
on snow against some of the best motocross 
riders in the world. 

“Tm trying to ride every terrain possible,” he says. 
“Tm returning to X Games with a lot on my 
shoulders. I haven’t been the most successful 
X Games athlete—I only have one medal. I’ve had 
alot of injuries. But I don’t have the ability to give 
up in my DNA’G 
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Small 
World, 
Tall Man 


nachilly December evening in 
Anaheim, California, Kristaps 
Porzingis points to his soaked 
crotch and bursts with joy. 
“Look, I peed my pants!” yelps 
the 21-year-old big man, a Pooh Bear hat atop his 
head, furry ears and all. Porzingis is kidding, of 
course—his unfortunately positioned wet spot is 
a souvenir from Grizzly River Run at Disney’s 
California Adventure Park. The ride was the first 
stop on his rookie sojourn to Disneyland, on an 
off-day for the Knicks sandwiched between road 
wins in Sacramento and over the Lakers in LA. 
The Latvian import has taken to the Happiest 


Have you ever 
been as happy 
as Porzingis 
ina teacup? 


Place on Earth like a big kid with his hair on fire. But 
unlike every other kid, the 7-foot-3 Porzingis has, in 
fact, been deemed too tall for several rides. “It must 
be nice to be short,” he tells this 5-744 reporter. 
Still, Porzingis wanted as much magic as 
possible on our trip, and so magic we will find— 
including stops at the Cars-inspired Radiator 
Springs Racers and the venerable teacups at 
Disneyland’s Mad Tea Party. There was also time 
to shop for gear (he carefully selected Stitch’s 
ears for me), break into song (“Porzingis peed his 
pants, Porzingis peed his pants!”) and partake 
in a wide-ranging chat about the charmed though 
not trouble-free life of the Unicorn. 
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ALIPOUR: | told you we could meet anywhere and do 
anything in America for Hang Time. So why are two 
grown menat Disneyland today? 

PORZINGIS: It’s been a long journey of mine, 
wanting to come to Disneyland. As a kid, I always 
wanted to experience this. Now I’m 21, but I still 
wanted to do it. So were here! 

| feel ya. When my family moved here from Iran, we 
all but sprinted to Disneyland. I’m still a regular, 
actually. What is it about the Disney magic that 
captured our imagination halfway across the world? 
It started with cartoons. My first memory is—how 
do you call it, Mickey Mouse? I was in Latvia when 
I saw Mickey on TV. And oh, Winnie the Pooh! 
That’s my guy. You want to see them in real life. 
That’s why it’s a dream for kids to come here. 

And look what they built—we're grown men, 

and we're still having fun here. It’s unbelievable. 
That’s one thing about Americans: They know 
how to have fun. 

Apparently, there’s a height limit on fun today. 
Every day. Low ceilings, low doors. I hate that. Oh 
my god, it’s the worst. This world is too small for me. 
You’re the tallest NBA player now, right? 

I might be, yeah. You're in the top 5,000 tallest 
reporters? 

Roughly. How do you feel about thrill rides? 

As akid, I used to love roller coasters. I love 
adrenaline, love going faster. But it’s been a long 
time, so— 

You’re not gonna puke on me today, are you? 

I can’t promise anything. While my teammates are 
just chillin’ at the hotel, bored, I’m out here in 
these teacups spinning around. 

What’s the best Disney movie ever? 

Lion King, of course! That’s a classic. As a kid, I 
got a little emotional watching it. Even now too. 
You know what Disney movies taught me? English. 
Farsi was my first language, but Disney got me 
caught up. Feel me? 

That’s how you learn. Every time you watch a 
movie, you pick up more stuff. I watched a lot of 
John Wick and Dinner for Schmucks, with the guy 
from The Office. I watched that over and over. 

First American curse word that you learnedina 
locker room? 

“F---.” But since I’ve been in New York, my favorite 
is [in a New York accent], “The f--- outta heeeya!” 
As animmigrant, you have a fresh perspective on 
America. What do you think? 

People are friendly. Not everywhere. New Yorkers 
aren't that friendly, but they’e still pretty friendly, 
and they're hardworking, passionate people. 
Another thing I like is that here in America, you 
can go somewhere else and nobody knows who 


you are or your past. In Latvia, everybody knows 
everybody and word spreads quickly, whatever 
happens. It’s a small place. 

So what's it like, as a 21-year-old kid from Latvia, 
being a big star in the Big Apple and arguably the 
most popular Knick? 

Honestly, I don’t understand what is going on 
around me. New Yorkis a big stage, but I just play 
basketball, and I try to stay the same. That's why it’s 
good to have my family around, so I don’t fly away. 
Do you feel like a New Yorker yet? 


I’m getting there. My vocabulary is getting there too. 


Some slang that I say, the guys just laugh like crazy. 
What’s your favorite New York slang? 
“That a--, B!” 


Awesome. But do you hate Reggie Miller yet? 

Of course! [Laughs.] I know everybody hates him 
in New York, so I got to hate him too. 

Have you been yelled at by a cabbie yet? 

Yes! When I cut him off the road. Hey, I was just 
trying to fit in. /Laughs.] 

You’ve come along way since draft night, when your 
selection by the Knicks led to boos and famously 
made a kid cry. | mean, literally, he’s famous now. 
[Laughs] 1 saw it on social media right away. I 
laughed about it. You know, a European gets 
drafted, [the kid] has no idea who he is, so he 
follows his dad’s reaction and starts crying. But I 
always see him before games. It’s funny, now he’s 
my biggest fan. 

Can you blame them for booing? More than a few 
tall Euros have busted. 

Nobody wanted a risk with a skinny European. 
But I knew that with my work ethic, at some point 
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FORWARD 


VW 


FOR THE FULL INTERVIEW WITH KRISTAPS 
PORZINGIS AND VIDEO OF HIS TIME AT 
DISNEYLAND, GO TO ESPN.COM AND 
SEARCH “HANG TIME WITH SAM ALIPOUR” 


I would prove myself. 

It was reported that even Carmelo Anthony was 
unhappy with your selection. Did he ever tell you that? 
No, he never told me that. He said from the 
beginning to me that he really liked my game, but 
he didn’t really know me. Now he’ a big brother, a 
mentor. He’s a really experienced player who 
knows the details of the game. Whatever I needed, 
I asked him, and he helped me out. 

You had a solid first year, finishing runner-up for 
rookie of the year, but your production dipped 
toward the end of the season. Did you hit the 
proverbial rookie wall? 

It’s not a real thing. What is it? You have a few bad 
games, you hit the rookie wall? Late in the season, 
of course it’s going to happen—you'e tired. Who 
doesn’t get tired? There’s a sophomore wall, 


veteran wall. Happens to everybody. 

You’re having an All-Star-worthy sophomore 
campaign. What’s the biggest difference between 
this year and last for you? 

I have one year of experience, so I know the players 
and teams better. But I’m also trying to have more 
fun. Sometimes I catch myself putting too much 
pressure, not enjoying the game. Coaches tell me 
to just smile a little bit. That reminder is impor- 
tant. When I’m enjoying myself, I play better and 
I have more swagger. 

Among your peers, who’s the guy you measure 
yourself against, your Magic to his Bird? 
Hopefully, me and Karl-Anthony Towns can have 
long, successful careers and a long rivalry. But 
were cool. We're friends. 

Who’s got the best nickname? Joel [Embiid] gave 
himself a pretty good one. 

The Process. That's pretty funny. I like that one. 
Of your 42 million nicknames, which is your 
personal favorite? 


KRISTAPS PORZINGIS 


I like to keep it simple: KP. The Unicorn is pretty 
funny, but I don’t see people calling me that. “Yo, 
Unicorn!” That won't work. But just don’t call me 
Zinger. Oh my god, I hate that name. 

What career goals have you set for yourself? 

The ultimate goal is to win aring. And I do have 

a thought in my head: a quadruple-double in a 
game—points, rebounds, assists, blocks. That’d 

be unbelievable. As I said, I don’t want to put 
limitations on myself. So maybe one day. 

Could you average a triple-double someday? 

Yeah, for sure. With 10 blocks. Why not? 

Ten blocks per game is crazy. Averaging 10 assists 
is more realistic, no? 

For me, 10 blocks is more realistic. I got seven blocks 
a couple of times. I’m not there yet where I’m dishing 
the ball out to get 10 assists, but you never know. 
With Christmas upon us, let’s imagine Santa 
appeared and said, “Kristaps, my boy, you can have 
one gift for Christmas—anything in the world.” 
What would you ask for? 

Achampionship ring. 

And if Santa said, “Sorry, dude, I don’t do miracles”? 
[Laughs] Then I'd ask Santa to change my hair on 
NBA 2K. It’s pretty ugly. I understand I don’t have 
the greatest hair, but on 2K it looks terrible. Santa, 
please make them fix it! G 
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WHAT ATHLETES EAT 


Secret 
Sauce 


Michael Kidd-Gilchrist, five-year 
NBA vet, is still a rookie in the kitchen. 
So we got his mom to coach the 
forward on making his favorite dish. 
—TOM HABERSTROH 


IT’S ATHURSDAY afternoon in Michael Kidd- 
Gilchrist’s home in Charlotte, North Carolina, 
and under normal circumstances, the 23-year- 

old Hornets forward would want nothing more 
than some shut-eye on this rare day off. He’s 
bleary-eyed after playing 33 minutes in Charlotte’s 
104-98 win the night before. 

But his mom, Cindy Richardson, has just arrived 
from his hometown of Somerdale, New Jersey, and 
she’s here to cook the spaghetti sauce that was his 
childhood favorite. The nap can wait. 

“No onions,” Kidd-Gilchrist reminds her as he 
rubs his eyes. 

“I know, baby,’ she assures him. “But no sugar in 
the sauce, though.” 

This is Kidd-Gilchrist’s lone dietary cheat. 

Even as a kid, he never ate junk food, the kind of 
nutritional discipline that allows someone to 
make his NBA debut a month after turning 19. 

It’s his fifth season in the NBA, and although 
the 6-foot-7 Kidd-Gilchrist is still younger than six 
players taken in the 2016 draft, today he’s feeling 
every one of those years. He’s grateful to be tired, 
though. It means he was healthy enough to play in 
a game—something that hasn’t happened much 
the past two seasons. In October 2015, a shoulder 
injury limited his season to seven games. “The 
worst thing that’s ever happened to me,” he says. 

Things are turning around. He moved into his 
first house this past summer, and it holds remind- 


ers everywhere that he’s still just a kid, after all— 
like a dining room with a chandelier but with no 
furniture underneath, along with a regulation 
basketball hoop nailed to his living room wall. 

Kidd-Gilchrist, born into a family of pseudo- 
chefs, never needed to prepare his own meals. 
That’s why Mom is here in his 8,500-square-foot 
home giving step-by-step lessons. 

“By the time you finish this spaghetti,” she says, 
handing him the ladle, “you'll know how to cook.” 

A few minutes later, after he swirls the turkey 
into the sauce and spoons it onto the pasta at his 
giant marble island, she hands him a plate and 
asks if it tastes all right. “It’s good,” he says. 

Kidd-Gilchrist makes his final plea. 

“... but Mom, can I please add some sugar?” 


CINDY’S SPAGHETTI 


INGREDIENTS 


245 oz. jars Prego 
(“OK, so | cheat”) 
28 oz. can diced tomatoes 


% cup Italian seasoning 
% cup fresh parsley 
3 Ibs. ground turkey 


1red onion (diced) 
1 red and 1 green pepper 
(diced) sauce” } 


(“How | put love in my 


Y% Cup garlic powder 
3 cloves garlic (chopped) 


2 lbs. sweet Italian sausage 


16 0z. spaghetti noodles 


INSTRUCTIONS 


Brown turkey and sausage in separate pans. 

Drain grease. Ina large pot, combine all other 

ingredients and simmer 25-30 minutes. Add salt 

and pepper to taste. Add browned meat to pot. 
Boil pasta. Drain. Add meat sauce. (“We like 

our spaghetti saucy—you know what | mean.”) 
Call everyone to the table. 
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SPREAD HOLIDAY BEER 
Happy holidays from the original light beer 


WHO 


SANTA’S HELPERS 


WHAT 
CHARGERS VS. 
RAIDERS 


WHEN 


DEC. 24, 2015 


WHERE 


0.00 COLISEUM 


“Twas the night before Christmas, 
When all through Oakland, 

The fans embraced yuletide 

In Black Hole fashion. 


Last year the Raiders faithful turned 
their stadium into the Ho.co, as a 
dash of Santas spread good cheer 
among the only NFL creatures 
stirring that day. (With Christmas 
on Sunday this year, 12 games will 
be played on Dec. 24.) As for 
Scrooges who think red and white 
clashes with Silver and Black, keep 
this in mind: Clement Clarke Moore, 
who first claimed to have written 

A Visit From St. Nicholas, is believed 
to have plagiarized it from a distant 
relative, Henry Livingston Jr. Which, 
yes, makes Moore a Raider too. 


PHOTOGRAPHS BY RYAN YOUNG 
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UNDER ARMOUR® Full zip 
swacket; Heatgear' 
Armour legging; 

UA Charged Stunner 


GIVE THE GIFT 
OF FOOTBALL DEC. 29, 2016 
CHARLOTTE, NC 


Tickets Available Now! 
—— BANK OF AMERICA STADIUM 


KICKOFF AT 5:30 PM 


Visit BelkBowl.com for game tickets & more 


SAY WHAT YOU WILL ABOUT 2016, BUT IT KEPT US ON OUR TOES. It was the year that proved anything—seriously, anything—can 
happen if given the chance. It was the year we learned that baseball fans who had suffered for 108 years could win. That an NBA 
team could fire its coach midseason and still become champ. That an NFL team could dominate after replacing a Pro Bowl QB v 
with a rookie. And that the winningest team in NBA history could add the game's top free agent, just because. It was the year 
college football’s top programs could thrive on inexperience, and an unbeatable fighter could recover from defeat—by disappear- 
ing. The chances of all of that happening in one year? Probably about the same as, you know, former Cubs catcher David Ross 
donning a tux and hugging a goat in a bow tie. Oh, 2016! There you go again! —NEIL PAINE, FIVETHIRTYEIGHT.COM 
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ANYTHING’S POSSIBLE 


Cubs Win! 
Cubs Win! 


The curse is over! But the curse of happiness has just begun. 
BY SAM MILLER 


Oh, No: 
Now What? 


15% 


But down 1-0 
in Game 5 (and 3-1 in 
the series), the Cubs had 
just a 7.5 percent 
shot at snapping their title 
drought. —NEIL PAINE, 
FIVETHIRTYEIGHT.COM 
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THERE’S ONE RESEARCH paper in the field of happiness science that 
is particularly unhappy. Its authors set out to measure how long the 
positive mental effects of a good experience, such as earning a pro- 
motion, lasted. Three months, they found. Ninety measly days. Your 
happiness, as brief as a moth’s life. 

On Nov. 2, the Cubs won the seventh game of the World Series and 
finally had everything they ever wanted. On Feb. 12, the first pitchers 
and catchers will report to major league spring training. November 
to December to January to February: three months. This ticking 
clock seems a perverse repurposing of those four words Cubs fans 
have clung to for generations. Wait ’til next year, indeed. 

Yes, the premise of this story is a cheap trope. “Something is lost 
or not quite the same,” USA Today worried on behalf of Red Sox fans 
after 2004, and writers and fans have managed to stay unsettled by 
the fallout of that victory ever since. The decade after 2004—two 
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more championships, the astoundingly 
pleasurable career of David Ortiz, waves of 
young talent, Fenway’s sellout streak—were 
fretted over. “True” fans created barriers to 
late entry, dismissing bandwagoners with 
the sexist “pink hats” slur. The subsequent 
victories didn’t seem as sweet, and even de- 
feats left fans emptier than they used to. The 
franchise got bogged down by bad contracts 
and drama, the story goes, and like the pigs 
in Animal Farm, it began to resemble the 
Yankees after all. 

But ifthe point of baseball is to bring us as 
much happiness as possible (and what else 
could it possibly be?), this is at least a cheap 
trope worth engaging. Over the past 50 years, 
research into well-being has revealed the 
unsettling fact that we are awful at predicting 
what will make us happier. Marriage doesn’t, 
kids don’t, higher income doesn’t, BMWs 
don’t. Winning the lottery does ... for a few 
weeks. Then the winners of particularly large 
sums actually end up ... unhappier. 

We can accept this science while rejecting 
its bleakness. Being born into Cubs fandom 
was a mniracle for which every Wrigleyville 
streetlight climber should be justifiably 
grateful. But the hard work to lasting hap- 
piness is just beginning in Chicago. 


THERE’S ACUBS fan named Stuart Shea. In 
1969, he moved to Chicago and, at age 7, 
became an everyday fan. Answering the 
question of whether it has been a happy 
experience is complicated. 

Happiness is an ambiguous word. Some 
psychologists actually shy away from it, re- 
ferring to “hedonic well-being’—a jargony 
synonym that describes attaining pleasure 
and avoiding pain, eating cotton candy and 
kissing your prom date and so on. 

But research has shown we quickly get 


The emotions of 
Game 7 ended witha 
life-defining win for 
Cubs fans. But how 
to stay that happy? 


All 2017 and future odds provided by Westgate Las Vegas SuperBook and 
William Hill US are unofficial projections courtesy of their oddsmakers. 


“This was not 
a one-time thing” 
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complacent after any positive event and re- 
turn to our baselines: the “hedonic treadmill” 
theory. An example from the stands: A study 
that asked football fans to predict how they 
would feel if their team won the next game 
found they overestimated, by a lot. 

The optimistic spin on this research is 
that we adapt to bad stuff too. Long and 
painful slogs are rarely as long or painful as 
we imagine. Further, research has shown 
that adversity really does make us stronger. 
People who had gone through significant 
negative life events—bereavement, illness, 
a fire—later reported better mental health 
than those who hadn't. 

In many ways, then, the brain’s capacity 
to withstand sorrow benefited Cubs fans. 
The championship drought bred in them an 
adaptive resilience to the day-in, day-out 
disappointment that afflicts almost all base- 
ball fans, 97 percent of whose teams won't 
win any given World Series. It allowed them 
to savor for decades the imaginative plea- 
sure of a future title. It prompted them to 
reframe the franchise's struggles as a source 
of pride, a rallying point for acommunity of 
tested partisans. It was, one might even say, 


pretty good, even if hedonically unfulfilling. 

Stu Shea, our Cubs fan since ’69, lived 
through the unfulfilled promise of rosters 
studded with Ernie Banks and Billy Wil- 
liams and Fergie Jenkins and Ron Santo. 
He trudged into and out of Wrigley Field 
for hundreds of losses that brought heart- 
ache and for hundreds of wins that led only 
to dead ends. He saw Kerry Wood strike 
out 20 on a May afternoon, and then he 
saw Kerry Wood's career break into frag- 
ments. He joined a cult that self-identified 
as “losers.” He went to Game 6 of the 2003 
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NLCS and, after watching Moises Alou 
erupt when a fan named Steve Bartman at- 
tempted to catch a foul ball, Shea walked 
outside with a Cubs fan base that, he re- 
calls, “felt that something had gone bad in 
the universe.” 

The next day, he made the decision not to 
seek the hedonic sort of well-being from the 
team anymore, and he mostly ignored 
Game 7. “I went through a total change; 
2003 was the last year I would say I was a 
fan in the traditional way.” 

But there’s another approach that psy- 
chologists take to studying happiness, one 
that strikes to the core of Shea’s fandom: 
eudaimonic well-being, which describes a 
sense of meaning, self-realization, purpose. 
It’s what Aristotle meant when he said, 
“Happiness turns out to be an activity of the 
soul in accordance with virtue.” 

Any observer would call Shea’s Cubs fan- 
dom cursed. In his recollection, it was blessed 
beyond reason—by the dignified greatness of 
Banks and Santo, by the peak of Wood, by 
season tickets bought with hope each time, 
by the familiar walkways and sight lines of 
Wrigley Field (about which he published a 


“It still hasn’t sunk in” 


book in 2014) and by the community of Cubs 
fans who went through it with him. He was 
blessed by the metronome of baseball, a 
sport so fascinating to him still that he went 
to 40 Cubs games even in 2004, the year 
after he tried to quit. 

For Stu, the experience of watching the 
game itself produces eudaimonic well-being. 
It’s the feeling of identifying with a team’s 
resilience. It’s the feeling of gratitude and the 
knowledge that the players are grateful for 
you. It’s not contingent on the outcome. It’s 
jumping off the treadmill. 

So when Kris Bryant made that final 
throw to Anthony Rizzo, Shea didn’t feel a 
hedonic spike of dopamine so much as relief 
for every Cubs fan he knew. “They can put 
all this to rest and go through life not wor- 
rying that they've been left out by God. They 
can enjoy baseball for what it is.” 


INTHE DAYS after Nov. 2, we all smiled as we 
watched the videos of ancient Cubs fans cel- 
ebrating—the man opening the 32-year-old 
can of beer, or 108-year-old Hazel Nilson 
wearing an inside-out rally cap. Were we 
happiest for these fans because we knew the 
limitless suffering they'd endured? Or be- 
cause we knew that they alone won't be so 
burdened by the long task of living that fol- 
lows the final out? 

For the Cubs, as with their fans, the chal- 
lenge starts anew, and it’s worth asking what 
that challenge is. For Theo Epstein and Jed 
Hoyer, the goal is to win another World Se- 
ries, and another, and another. But for the 
franchise, the goals aren't as narrow. A team 
doesn’t exist to win the World Series but to 
make its fans happy. 

A few years ago, at Baseball Prospectus, I 
looked at what differentiated World Series 
winners and losers after the series ended 
and found two things: World Series winners 
over the past 25 years have averaged five 
fewer wins the following season than the 
losers did. Perhaps relatedly, World Series 
winners tend to bring almost all their play- 
ers back, while World Series losers continue 
to upgrade. 

There’s an evolutionary reason for this: 
Our brains’ job is not to be happy but to 
make progress. But when we are happy—as, 
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“It'll never again 
be like right now” 


for three months at least, World Series win- 
ners are—we simply enjoy; we remain sated. 

From this perspective, the GM who 
stands pat is falling for the delusion of his 
own happiness; he’s expecting the happi- 
ness of that World Series to last forever, 
when in fact it never will. This, clearly, is 
what Epstein feared back in 2004. When 
The Boston Globe named Epstein its Bosto- 
nian of the year, it also considered whether 
the man who assembled the “lovable, series- 
grabbing squad” would next dismantle it. 
Epstein rejected the happiness delusion: 
“There’s no room for sentiment,” he said. 

Then again, from another perspective, 
the GM that embraces his championship 
squad has jumped off the treadmill, just like 
Stu. He has recognized that the World Se- 
ries is only one measure of success, and by 
bringing the team back intact, the club’s fans 
get to continue to feel the glowing signifi- 
cance of what they accomplished together. 

Rick Hanson, a senior fellow at the Uni- 
versity of Berkeley and author of Hardwir- 
ing Happiness, considers this. The key to 
extending the window of a happy event, he 
says, “is unbelievably simple: Have it, enjoy 
it. Neurons that fire together wire together. 
The longer you stay with it, the more in- 
tensely you feel it. Every single time a Cubs 
fan replays the World Series, it’s going to be 
a happy moment.” 

Epstein and the Cubs’ front office must 
decide how far to carry this sentiment. What 
Cubs fans need now has changed. Winning 
more championships would be nice, to be 
sure. But Cubs fans were happy before 2016. 
They were happy during 2016. The best way 
to make sure they're happy in 2017 and be- 
yond is to make sure that being a Cubs fan 
never stops feeling special. 

I ask Stu whether the World Series final- 
ly relieved him of the worry that he’d been 
left out by God. “For me, that’s not the kind 
of spiritual path I would endorse,” he says. 
“My feeling would be to develop a sort of 
Eastern thing: The outcome is not really in 
some ways the important thing.” 

But if the Cubs do keep winning—well, 
that’d be OK with him too. “Just because 
we're not lovable losers anymore doesn’t 
mean we can’t be lovable winners.” G 
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ANYTHING’S POSSIBLE 


Tyronn Lue and the 
Art of Igniting LeBron 


Most coaches challenge The King at their own peril. But as the Cavs 
found out in Game 7 of the Finals, Lue is not like most coaches. 


BY KURT STREETER 


In a 3-1 hole against 
Golden State during 
the NBA Finals, 
Cleveland’s title 
chances stood at just 
3.6 percent. LeBron 
James had other ideas. 
—NEIL PAINE, 
FIVETHIRTYEIGHT.COM 
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be better!” 


Deep inside Oakland’s Oracle Arena, the visitors locker room was 
not a happy place. It was halftime, Game 7 of the NBA Finals, and 
the Cavaliers were trailing the Warriors 49-42. 

Lue had tough words for everyone, but he was surprisingly sharp 
toward LeBron James. It was not the first time that night. During a 
timeout late in the second quarter, the rookie head coach had barked: 
“LeBron, what’s wrong with your body language? Your body language 
is terrible.’ Lue recalls a look that seemed to say: Are you kidding me, 
what more do you want me to do? His answer: “You got to guard Dray- 
mond. You got to take the open shot. Quit turning the ball over. Fix 
your body language. Anything else you want me to tell you?” 

As he had for most of the series, James led the team that night in 
scoring and assists. But it wasn’t yet enough. He was two quarters 
from fulfilling his homecoming promise to bring Cleveland its first 
NBA title, and the Cavs were close to letting it slip away. Draymond 
Green had been killing them with a flurry of 3-pointers, and everyone 
in the locker room realized that one big push from the Warriors in 
the second half could put victory out of reach. 

“We weren't performing well,” says James Jones, the team’s vet- 
eran forward. “LeBron needed to step up, and as a team we needed 
to take it to another level.” 

Lue decided to say everything he could to get under LeBron’s skin: 
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“Game 7! Your legacy is on the line.” 

James couldn't believe he was being chal- 
lenged, and Cavs assistant Damon Jones 
worked to calm him down: “You trusted 
Coach all season. You said he was going to 
take us to where we wanted to go. If you 
trusted him then, you need to trust him now.” 

James snarled, “All right, f--- it!” before 
reportedly storming out of the locker room. 

“Now I got him,” Lue thought. 

Coaches court misfortune when they con- 
front LeBron. Piss him off and you might 
lose him. Maybe he tunes you out forever 
and you could soon be looking for another 
job. Ask David Blatt. 

But James responded to Lue’s challenge 
in the second half, scoring 15 points and 
delivering 4 rebounds, 6 assists and 1 
length-of-the-court-recovery blocked shot 
for the ages. “Yeah, I felt different [than 
Lue did],” James says now. “But at the end 
of the day, we respected one another to the 


Tyronn Lue took 
risk. “LeBron, 

‘ou gotta be better! 
if we're gonna 
~ win, you gotta 


point where I was like, ‘OK, I respect you; 
let’s hash it out here, leave it in the locker 
room and get to playing’ And I was able to 
respond in the second half because I just 
respect what he says.” 

When Game 7 ended, Lue sat on a black 
padded chair, alone, his head buried in a 
maroon towel, and cried. He thought of his 
grandmother and his mother, the two wom- 
en who raised him. Both were battling 
breast cancer, and neither could attend the 
Finals. He thought about playing for the 
Lakers and the permanent place he holds in 
“You got posterized” lore as the guy who 
stumbled and was stepped over by Allen 
Iverson. He thought about his long career— 
seven teams, 11 years, never close to being a 
star—and then his sudden, unexpected rise 
to the top as a 39-year-old coach. 

And he thought of the blue-collar town 
where he grew up, on the plains of central 
Missouri. And when he stood with his team 
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at the postgame trophy ceremony, he ap- 
proached the microphone and yelled, “Mex- 
ico, Missouri, we in the house, baby!” 


LUE’S FAMILY ROOTS go back to the days of 


slavery in Mexico, Missouri, named as a nod 
to Texas’ declaration of independence from 
its southern neighbor. And if you could ask 
each of its roughly 12,000 residents, no one 
would be surprised that Lue came at LeBron. 
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“That's how it is around here,” says Damon 
Long, one of Lue’s longtime buddies in the 
town’s tight-knit African-American commu- 
nity. “We're the slick-talkingest motherf--- 
ers you will ever see. But when we're done 
talkin’ mess, we still gonna love you.” 

“I carry that place with me everywhere I 
go,’ Lue says. “It is who I am and where Iam 
from. It taught me everything I know about 
life. [know that no matter what happens in 


When Lue is around friends and family 
from Mexico, Missouri, as he was at 

his mom’s 60th birthday party (left) 
and at Rough’s barbershop (that’s 
owner Gary Jackson in the yellow shirt), 
he says, “I’m that guy you’ve been 
knowing your whole life.” 


Cleveland, I’m gonna be good down there.” 

He's good at Rough’s, a barbershop in the 
basement of an old yellow house that looks 
as ifit could blow over in a storm. Lue began 
going to Rough’s when he was still in grade 
school. His father, Ronald Kemp, was a local 
basketball legend who shot deadeye jump- 
ers on the concrete courts at Garfield Park 
before crack cocaine sent him to prison. Lue 
hardly knew his father growing up, but the 
regulars talked about him at Rough’s. Lue 
and his friends would sneak in and huddle 
in a corner behind a craps table. He could 
smell the cologne and the kerosene from an 
aging heater in the corner. 

On one side, men sat in barber chairs. On 
another was asmall bar and a table stacked 
with vodka, rum, wine and champagne. The 
air cracked with sharp-tongued cussing and 
laughter. “Oh, man, inside that barbershop 
you gonna hear everything,” Lue says, his 
eyes widening. “And see it too. People 
robbed. A friend got shot. Police kicked in 
[the door]. I seen everything you could pos- 
sibly see in there. ... [remember seeing guns 
on top of money. One guy would keep his 
money flat, in stacks, and on top he'd put his 
gun. What that place taught me, what a lot 
of my growing up in Mexico taught me, was 
what to do in life and definitely what not to 
do. As far as coaching now, a lot of skills that 
I use translate from Rough’s.” 

Gary “the Rough Man” Jackson owns the 
place. He’s 71 but looks 51. His chocolate 
skin is smooth and tight; his eyes are clear 
and sharp. He is one of Lue’s many cousins, 
a barber, a barkeep, a gambler and a racon- 
teur. He has slowed down a bit over the 
years, and so has his shop, but he still talks 
about women, a great deal. He talks about 
high school basketball and ends with a so- 
liloquy on the evils of Republicans, the days 
of Jim Crow and how he came to be known 
as Rough. “By last count, there is 217 ass- 
whuppin’s that I gave people ... and I only 
been whupped two times in my life.” But 
most of all, he talks about why he loves Ty 
Lue. “Because of that boy’s good heart.” 

“In Mexico, you're not sheltered from 
anything,” says Jay “Doodles” Carter, still 
one of Lue’s closest friends. “From the time 
we were in grade school, we could be with 
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people with money one minute, regular 
folks the next, criminals and drug dealers 
the next. And pretty much all of these peo- 
ple were looking out for us.” 

Lue’s mother, Kim, says she had a hard 
time finding work when he was coming up. 
She struggled with drug addiction. She 
couldn't afford a car. She shoplifted, trying 
to make life better for her children. “I would 
say, ‘I’m going shopping, but it was more 
than that. I was going stealing. You name it, 
Icould get it. Steaks, lobster, chicken, shoes, 
clothes, hats—one time, even a whole rack 
of clothing from a department store.” 

Today, Kim Lue, 60, isa minister who runs 
a church out of a four-bedroom home Lue 
bought for her in Katy, Texas. She’s proud of 
having survived Mexico. Two brick plants 
that formed the backbone of the local econ- 
omy for years are closed now, and there are 
vacant stores on the weary town square. 
These days, so many young families have left 
that the high school has a third fewer stu- 
dents than when Lue attended as a freshman. 

Lue returns to town as often as he can— 
and always on the Fourth of July to host fire- 
works at Garfield Park in honor of his late 
grandfather, who shared his birthday with 
the country. He checks on all the people he 
helps—the kids he treats to free trips to local 
amusement parks or special days at the local 
pool, the neighbors he advises, the friends 
who count on him to cover their debts or the 
rent. Sometimes he walks through the 
neighborhood with $1,000 in his pocket— 
cash for those who might need some. 

“I guess you could say I’m Santa Claus, the 
lawyer, the tooth fairy, everything,” he says. 
“There's not alot of money in that town, not 
alot of money at all. So why would I want to 
be rich while they struggle and suffer? That 
don’t make sense. What is the satisfaction 
from that?” 


TY LUE DIDN'T want to be head coach of the 
Cavaliers. Blatt had taken Cleveland to the 
NBA Finals in 2015, and the team got off to 
a fast start last season, but discord was nev- 
er far from the surface. Players often seemed 
to ignore him, and he couldn’t find a way to 
reach James. “The fit was wrong,” GM David 
Griffin says. “We are trying to raise a family 
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“| RELATE TO HIM 
BECAUSE | WAS ONE OF 
THOSE GUYS WHO WAS 
COUNTED OUT TOO.” 


LeEBRON JAMES ON LUE 


here, and it makes it very difficult when one 
kid can get away with anything.” 

Lue hesitated when he was offered Blatt’s 
job in late January, less than 19 months after 
joining the team as an associate head coach. 
Mexico puts a steep premium on loyalty, 
and he hated the idea that some might think 
he had plotted a coup. 

He had been at the beating heart of every 
team he’d ever been part of. He was only 6 
feet tall, naturally quiet, but he routinely 
stood up to Kobe Bryant during Lakers 
practices. Ditto Michael Jordan in his days 
with the Wizards. At his offseason home in 
Las Vegas, Lue held intense games of 5-on- 
5 at the Impact Basketball gym. He hosted 
barbecues, card games and hoops strategy 
sessions. Players from around the NBA 
gravitated to his place in the summers. “He 
just has a way of bringing everybody to- 
gether, a way of connecting,” says Doc Riv- 
ers, who gave Lue his first coaching job in 
Boston in 2009, then hired him again after 
taking over the Clippers in 2013. 

The Cavs “were perfect for Ty,’ friend and 
mentor Jerry West thought. “Because he’s a 
healer—and tough enough to point out 
things that some coaches would be reluctant 
to point out.” 

Still, Lue told Griffin that firing Blatt was 
a mistake. 

“So Ty, you are telling me you are not the 
right person for the job?” 

“No. I am definitely the right person for 
the job. But this is f---ed up.” 

By the end of their talk, Griffin had per- 
suaded Lue to become head coach, but Lue 
refused to sign the contract extension cus- 
tomary in such circumstances. In Mexico, 
they love to bet on just about everything. 
Now he was betting on himself. 

The team didn’t respond immediately. He 
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In 2016, Clevelanders got to see an NBA champ and a World Series. So what are the 
odds they'll witness a winning NFL team in’17? Westgate has the woebegone 
Browns at 9-1 to finish above .500, a 10 percent probability. Can’t have everything. 


wanted them to play faster, but they weren't 
in shape for it. His coaching style is gener- 
ally calm, but he started choosing times to 
breathe fire. As a player, he had seen how Phil 
Jackson saved most of his harshest criticism 
for his biggest stars, Bryant and Shaquille 
O’Neal. Lue started doing the same with 
LeBron, calling him out in practice and at 
film sessions. 

Under Blatt, James had a habit of talking 
directly to the team during timeouts, but 
Lue shut that down, reportedly at one point 
saying, “Shut the f--- up, I got this.” 

In early March, the Cavs suffered a home- 
court loss to a Memphis team that was miss- 
ing most ofits starters. Seventeen days later, 
they lost to the Nets in Brooklyn. They were 
still in first place in the Eastern Conference, 
but Lue was frustrated with their approach 
to the game. His uncle, Jay Graves, remem- 
bers answering the phone and hearing his 
nephew’s voice, pissed off and uncertain. 
“These guys don’t know what it takes to 
win,” Lue told him. “Too many of them are 
looking out for their brand.” 

“We were going through a very rough 
time, and I couldn’t believe it—I wanted to 
jump off the cliff” Lue remembers. “You 
second-guess yourself. ‘Am I the right guy 
for this?’” 

The morning after the loss to Brooklyn, 
Lue gathered his squad in a conference room 
at the Trump Soho Hotel. He told LeBron 
and Kyrie Irving it was about time they start- 
ed playing smart every night and coming 
together. Get on the same page, he ordered. 
Then he zeroed in on Kevin Love, who was 
struggling under the burden of playing with 
James. Stand up for yourself. Be more de- 
manding. Remember you are a three-time 
All-Star. “You’re a bad motherf---er! You 
can’t just defer every time to LeBron or Kyrie, 
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because you are a bad motherf---er too. So 
tell LeBron, ‘I’m a bad motherf---er!’” 

There’s something different about Lue, 
James says: “He is not coming from an ‘I’m 
doing this for me’ standpoint. He’s doing it 
from an Tm doing this for us. I’m going to tell 
you the truth no matter what. I respect that.” 
Inastrange tie that binds, LeBron’s business 
manager and longtime friend, Maverick 
Carter, has family in Mexico, Missouri. Mav- 
erick and Ty’s good friend Doodles Carter are 
cousins. James sees parallels to his own path 
out of Akron in Lue’s road from Mexico to the 
NBA. “Take a look at his background, man,” 
he says. “One way in, one way out. Population 
close to nothing. So he has always been 
counted out. I relate to him because I was one 
of those guys who was counted out too. Sup- 
posed to be a statistic, no way I was supposed 
to be in this position.” 

This season the Cavaliers jumped to an 
18-5 start by Dec. 13, best in the Eastern 
Conference, third best in the league. Despite 
a rare three-game losing streak just after 
Thanksgiving that prompted Lue to replace 
his starting five en masse at one point, over- 
all they have been loose and confident. In 
Washington, at a morning shootaround be- 
fore a November game against the Wizards, 
Lue watches James nail several 3-pointers. 
Lue takes his spot and launches several of his 
own. They clang off the rim. 

He moves closer and shoots a few more. 
They go in. 

“Midrange!” James says. 

Lue laughs. 

“Just like Chris Paul. I’ll take those all day 
long,” James says. 

They stand side by side, smiling. 


TY LUE HAS coached less than a full NBA sea- 
son. He’s still learning. His game plans, he 


says, hurt the Cavs during their first two 
losses in the Finals; it took awhile for him to 
figure out a better strategy to combat the 
Warriors’ speed. He doesn’t command a 
news conference like Doc Rivers or Phil Jack- 
son, and being the face of the franchise 
doesn’t come naturally. He isn’t interested in 
politics or social protest. He doesn’t enjoy 
vacations. He is not married and never has 
been. He has no children, and it’s hard for 
him to imagine any in his future. He says he 
has never smoked or had a drink of alcohol 
after seeing the damage of addiction up close. 
He doesn’t sleep through the night. Doesn't 
want to dream. “My life is so good that a 
dream can only make it worse,” he says. 

In mid-November, wearing gray sweats 
and toting a small gray and black bag, Lue 
takes a flight to Kansas City for his mother’s 
60th birthday party. At the Kemper Muse- 
um of Contemporary Art, about 100 people 
come together, most with roots in Mexico, 
Missouri—including his father, with whom 
Lue reconnected during his NBA playing 
days. A band plays jazz and blues. “T Lue” is 
among his people, smiling broadly, giving 
long hugs, relishing the fact that nobody 
wants to know about his team or LeBron or 
the prospects of beating the Warriors with 
Kevin Durant. 

Late in the evening, a DJ begins spinning 
some hip-hop. Lue clears a table and passes 
out playing cards. It’s a family ritual: a game 
of bid whist, akin to bridge. Lue sifts 
through his hand, eyeing the other players. 
Doodles Carter hovers nearby: “Pay atten- 
tion, he gonna do some cheating. He'll get 
you if youre not looking!” 

Lue smiles slyly. 

The Cavs are a universe away. Their coach 
is swaying, mouthing lyrics along with Tu- 
pac and Biggie. He spreads a winning hand 
on the table and reaches inside his black suit 
jacket and brings out his NBA champion- 
ship ring, a bulb of white and yellow gold 
nearly the size of his palm and inlaid with 
more than 400 diamonds. He slams it on 
the table. 

“I’m the world champ, n---a!” he shouts. 
“I’m the champ!” 

His friends yell back. They hug and laugh. 

Heishome. @ 
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ow the Warriors 


Won by Losing 


STEVE KERR-S ANSWER, of course, was yes. There was no 

Pause to consider howaddins Kevin Durant to a 73-win team 
would affect chemist®yN@worry that the four-time NBA 
Scorine Champion might disrupt the delicate ecosystem he'd 
heated. Kerr meedetmo convincing. He had been a member of 
two NBAdynasties—one mmChicago with Michael Jordan’s 
Bulls, the ot€"aijsam Amtomio with Tim Duncan's Spurs— 
and knew what it took@o sustain them. 

Whe only question was whether Durant had the stomach 
to break hearts in Oklahoma City. 

“Tknew heiwasiclose, says Bruce Fraser, Warriors assistant 
coaeh and Kerrs best pied. “But I thought having to say no to 
people he foved*was going to be harder for him and more painful 
than saying yes to the Warriors.” KD, after all, was a man who'd 
walked the streets of Moore, Oklahoma, after it was destroyed 
by atornado in 2013—then donated $1 million to the town. 

He was the man who, when named the NBA’s 2014 MVP, told the 
people of Oklahoma City, “You get knocked down, but you 
keep getting back up, keep fighting; it’s the perfect place for me.” 

OKC was banking on that loyalty. It was only through 
a historic quirk that teams such as the Warriors, Clippers 
and Spurs had enough room under the salary cap to make 
a play for Durant. In the past, a franchise would have had to 
gut its roster to bid on a superstar of KD’s proportions. But 
when the cap spiked by almost $25 million with the infusion of 
new TV revenue, it created an unprecedented opportunity. 

In the end, it would come down to Durant—and what he 
wanted. Either way, the NBA would never be the same. 
—Ramona Shelburne, with reporting by Zach Lowe, Ethan 
Sherwood Strauss, Marc Spears, Marc Stein and Royce Young 


DURANT FOCUSES ON THE BAY 


The origin of the biggest NBA transaction since the Decision 
didn’t, in truth, begin in July. It began back in February, at Super 
Bowl 50 in Santa Clara, California. There, with two off-days 
before OKC’s Saturday night game against the Warriors, Durant 
gets arare in-season chance to explore the Bay Area. On Sunday 
afternoon, he attends the Super Bowl, credentialed as an official 
photographer. Also there? Draymond Green and Stephen Curry, 
who is on the sideline banging the Panthers’ drum. It’s during this 
time, sources first say, that Oklahoma City begins to worry that 

if there’s a team that can lure its star away, it’s Golden State. 


ILLUSTRATIONS BY ALVARO TAPIA HIDALGO 
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Golden State had only a 
12 percent chance to enter 
this season better than it 
was in 2015-16. Enter 
Kevin Durant. —NEIL PAINE, 
FIVETHIRTYEIGHT.COM 
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THE THUNDER HAVE THE MEETS 


In the last week of June, with the free agency signing period 
looming, Durant meets Thunder teammates Russell 
Westbrook and Nick Collison and assistant coach Royal Ivey 
at BOA Steakhouse in West Hollywood. Over steaks, 
Westbrook, in an effort to lobby Durant to stay in Oklahoma 
City, asks him what he could do differently. The Thunder 
contingent leaves the restaurant that night with the 
impression that Durant will return. 


OKC TO KD: PLEASE SIGN ASAP 


On Thursday, June 30, for Durant’s first official free agent meeting of the summer, Thunder GM Sam 
Presti and assistant GM Troy Weaver ask KD to do something a little different: Even though for years 
Durant has always entered the arena via the parking area by the loading dock, they instruct him to meet 
them at street level, where they usher him through an arena door near a 5-foot banner bearing his 
likeness. Their hope: to visually remind Durant of his importance to the franchise and lock him down 
during the meeting—then agree to terms with free agent center Al Horford the next day. It doesn’t 
happen. Durant leaves through the loading dock, then takes a private jet to the Hamptons, a vacation 
destination where he and his reps could stay in seclusion. 
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WARRIORS ... 
COME OUT TO PLAAAAAY 


One day later, Durant’s first official 
meeting with Golden State goes off in the 
Hamptons ... with a hitch. The Warriors 
have a virtual reality presentation 
prepared in which Durant will don VR 
goggles to experience the thrill of Oracle 
Arena from courtside. Curry, fresh off a 
trip to Hawaii, is there, along with Green, 
Klay Thompson and Andre Iguodala. When 
the goggles malfunction, the Golden 
State brass is forced to awkwardly pivot. 
But Durant doesn’t seem to mind, happy 
to engage with the Warriors’ stars 
face-to-face. “We asked him, ‘How many 
championships do you think we can win 
with the way the teamis now?” Green 4 
would later tell The Undefeated. “How > 
many championships can you win without 
us? How many do you think we can win 
together?” Curry tells Durant in a text 
message hours after the meeting that he 
. couldn't care less who the face of the 
ee be “franchise is, who gets the most recogni- 
“ 2°. -+.. stion or who sells the most shoes. 
Phan's, Meanwhile, some team employees fear 
that it absolutely is the shoes that could 
derail the deal. Durant is a Nike guy. Curry, 
pe of course, is the face of Under Armour. So 
during the meeting, Curry argues to 
Durant that joining forces and winning 
big would be good for both shoe 
companies. Then Thompson, who some in 
the meeting think might have been on the 
verge of dozing off, pipes up with a 
question about his lesser-known Chinese 
shoe sponsor: “Is it good for Anta?” 
The room bursts out laughing. 


(OK Vere 


BOSTON C PARTY 


On Saturday, July 2, Celtics GM Danny 
Ainge, owners Wyc Grousbeck and 
Steve Pagliuca, and Patriots QB Tom 
Brady fly to East Hampton Airport to 
meet with Durant. The players they 
bring: Isaiah Thomas, Marcus Smart, 
Kelly Olynyk and Jae Crowder. Thomas, 
Olynyk and Crowder pose for photos 
with Brady next to the Celtics owners’ 
jet, and in the meeting, the Celtics 
group pitches teaming KD with 
Horford—not knowing Durant had 
already heard that idea just days 
before in Oklahoma City. Still, Durant 
meets with Boston for four hours. And 
in the aftermath, many sources 
around the NBA come to believe this: 
Boston might have landed Durant had 
the Warriors won the Finals—as 
Durant wouldn’t want to have looked 
like aman hopping aboard a dynasty. 
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ANYTHING’S 
POSSIBLE 


A 


6 | SADDEST. 
HOLIDAY. INN. EVER. 


On Sunday, July 3, more than half a dozen 
Thunder brass opt to stay close by just in case 
Durant wants to talk again, and they try to 
book a room in East Hampton. But with no place 
to stay during the July Fourth weekend, the 
members of the group, including owner Clay 
Bennett, GM Sam Presti and coach Billy 
Donovan, squeeze into a circular booth at TGI 
Fridays for a late-night dinner before sharing 
rooms at a distant Holiday Inn Express. Little 
do they know it, but by then Durant is 
laser-focused on the Warriors. 

Durant sets up a three-way call with Golden 
State owner Joe Lacob and GM Bob Myers; 
he’s fixated on learning how the Warriors will 
shield him from criticism should he decide 
to join them. At one point in the call, when 
Durant says “when | come,” Lacob freaks out, 
thinking Durant just tipped his hand. Meanwhile, 
fearing the worst, the Thunder wait at the 
Holiday Inn Express for a call. The next morning, 
Durant calls to inform them of his departure, 
mere minutes before he announces his decision 
to join the Warriors. His loyalty to OKC, in 
the end, would only go so far. 
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What Were — 


the Chances!? 


How to capture the craziest 

year in sports ever? Step 1: Calculate 
the likelihood of the 50 biggest 
moments. Step 2: Make a timeline. 
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JAN. 11> 
The Saban reign (read: 
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JAN. 30 
No. 7 Angelique Kerber 
nets the Aussie Open over 


Step 3: Marvel ... 


JAN. 1> 


MAY 28 

Real Madrid beats city rival 
Atletico Madrid for the 
UEFA Champions League 
title, the second such title 
game and result in three 
years. Preseason: 18.2% 


JUNE 4 

Garbine Muguruza shocks 
Serena in the French Open 
final. Margaret Court 

(24 career slams) and Graf? 
They’re not not happy. 
Pre-tournament: 6.3% 


OCT. 20> 

Candace Parker and the 
Sparks win the WNBA title, 
denying the Lynx a repeat 
crown. Minnesota sports 
fans, with so little else, are 
crushed. Preseason: 6.3% 


OCT. 29 

Faker leads SK Telecom T1 
to back-to-back League of 
Legends World Champion- 
ships at a sold-out Staples 
Center. Not a typo. 
Pre-tournament: 34.5% 


MAY 21 

Dreams of a 2016 Triple 
Crown die on a rainy day. 
Exaggerator wins the 
Preakness on a sloppy 
track over favorite Nyquist. 
Prerace: 25% 


JUNES 


Djokovic again beats 
Murray, this time in the 
French Open, capping his 
career grand slam and, 
again, surprising no one. 
Pre-tournament: 60% 


NOV. 2 


The Cubs overcome a 

3-1 deficit to claim their 
first World Series title 

in 108 years. Never has a 
season-long odds-on 
favorite seemed so unlikely. 
Pre-Game 5: 23.5% 
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tyranny?] continues, as 
Alabama wins its fourth 


national title in seven years. 
Preseason chances: 11.1% 


MAY 16 

Wolves center Karl-Anthony 
Towns wins rookie of the 
year, affirming worthiness 
of being the top pick over 
preseason ROY fave Jahiil 
Okafor. Preseason: 18.2% 


JUNE 12 

The Penguins beat the 
Sharks in six games for 
their second Stanley Cup 
in eight years. Yep, Sidney 
Crosby is still awesome. 
Preseason: 7.7% 


NOV. 12 

Unranked, 5-4 lowa goes 
full-on David vs. Goliath, 
knocking off unbeaten 
Michigan 14-13 with a 
last-minute drive and field 
goal. Pregame: 8.9% 


MAY 7 

Boxer Canelo Alvarez tops 
Amir Khan, shocks ... exactly 
no one. Prefight: 83.3% 


Heavy favorite Nyquist wins 
the Kentucky Derby in 
2:01.31, the 13th-fastest 
time in the race’s 142-year 
history. Prerace: 25% 


JUNE 19 

The Cavs overcome a 3-1 
deficit in the NBA Finals 

to beat the 73-win Warriors. 
J.R. Smith, more predictably, 
remains shirtless for 

weeks. Pre-Game 5: 9.1% 


Dustin Johnson wins the 
U.S. Open, his first major. 
Pre-tournament: 6.3% 


<0CT.3 

The U.S. thumps Europe 
17-11 on home soil to win 
the Ryder Cup, its first in 
eight years—which is both 
surprising and totally not. 
Pre-tournament: 63.6% 


NOV. 16 

Rick Porcello, 9-15 in 2015, 
wins the American League 
Cy Young. Preseason: 4.8% 


Max Scherzer, 2013 AL 
Cy Young winner, wins the NL 
Cy Young. Preseason: 7.7% 


No. 1 Serena Williams. 
Fans of Serena’s bid to tie 
Steffi Graf’s 22 slams? 
Sad. Pre-tournament: 2% 


MAY 2 
Upset-of-the-century alert! 
Leicester City wins the EPL. 
Imagine if the Hinkie-era 
Sixers had won the NBA 
title. This is less likely than 
that. Preseason: 0.04% 


JUNE 26 

After a O-O regulation, 
Chile defeats Argentina and 
Lionel Messi in a shootout 
for its second straight Copa 
America crown. 
Pre-tournament: 14.3% 


JUNE 27 

Iceland, in its first major 
international tournament, 
shocks England to make the 
Euro quarterfinals. Elves, 
trolls, ghost of Erik the Red 
rejoice. Pregame: 11.1% 


SEPT. 29 
The World Cup of Hockey 
returns after a 12-year 
hiatus, and Team Canada 
wins it all. Who could’ve 
possibly seen that coming? 
Pre-tournament: 54.6% 


NOV. 17 

Saw this one coming: 

Kris Bryant follows up his 
2015 ROY Award with the 
NL MVP. Preseason: 9.1% 


NOV. 20 
Jimmie Johnson—whose 


best days, in his rearview 
mirror, were closer than 
they appeared—wins his 
seventh Sprint Cup at age 
41. Preseason: 10.5% 


Saw that one coming: Mike 
Trout wins AL MVP—the 
sixth man to win two before 
age 26. Preseason: 28.6% 
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JAN. 31 

On the men’s side, No. 1 
seed Novak Djokovic beats 
Brit Andy Murray in three 
sets. Djoker’s 11th career 
major? Not so unexpected. 
Pre-tournament: 53.5% 


4 APRIL13 

In Kobe’s last game, he 
drops a dirty 60. Nobody took 
odds on that! But what were 
the odds he’d jack his way 

to more than 21.5 points? 
So good ... Pregame: 52.4% 


JULY 9 

Under Beyonce’s gaze, 
Serena beats Kerber 

at Wimbledon, tying Graf’s 
majors mark. Put them 
hands high. 
Pre-tournament: 45.5% 


4 SEPT. 11 
Stan Wawrinka shocks 
even himself, defeating 
Djokovic to win the U.S. 
Open: “I came here without 
the goal of winning it.” 
Pre-tournament: 6.3% 


NOV. 26 

Lamar Jackson fumbles 
the ball, 9-2 Louisville 
fumbles the game and 6-5 
Kentucky earns a 41-38 
upset of the nation’s No. 11 
team. Pregame: 3.9% 


FEB. 7 

The Broncos, behind 
71-year-old Peyton 
Manning and the NFL's best 
defense, beat league MVP 
Cam Newton and the 
Panthers 24-10 in SB 50. 
Preseason: 7.7% 


» LB Von Miller (two 
forced fumbles, 2% sacks] 
wins Super Bowl MVP— 
the second defensive 
player to do so in three 
years. Pregame: 7.7% 


APRIL 10 

Something called “Danny 
Willett” outpaces Jordan 
Spieth to win the Masters 
in 2016's biggest upset 
this side of Leicester City. 
Pre-tournament: 0.7% 


JULY 10 

With no Djokovic or Roger 
Federer in sight, Murray 
keeps the All England Club 
British, besting Milos Raonic 
for his second Wimbledon. 
Pre-tournament: 25% 


SEPT. 10 
Kerber (or as U.S. fans 
know her, “not Serena”) 
beats Karolina Pliskova 
for the U.S. Open title and 
claims the No. 1 spot. 
Pre-tournament: 9.1% 


DEC. 10 
Army beats Navy for the 
first time since 2001. If you 
guessed the way to beat 


the Midshipmen would be to 


rush 70 times... you'd be 
lying! Pregame: 34.5% 


APRILS 
The Wolves beat the 69-win 
Warriors. Pregame: 5.7% 


UConn’s women, favored— 
over the field!—to win 
their fourth straight title, 
actually do it. A victory for 
soul-crushing dominance. 
Pre-tournament: 91.7% 


JULY 10¥ 

Portugal ruins France’s 
footy party, stunning the 
Euros’ host country for the 
title as injured Ronaldo 
watches from the sideline. 
Pre-tournament: 5.9% 


APRIL 4 

Villanova F Kris Jenkins 
hits a buzzer-beating 3 to 
beat favored No. 1 seed 
UNC, earning the Wildcats 
their second NCAA title. 
Preseason: 3.2% 


JULY 24 

Chris Froome crashes, 
loses his bike and runs up 

a mountain in a third 

Tour de France win. Absurd? 
Yes. Unexpected result? 
Not really. Pre-Tour: 47.6% 


ANYTHING’S POSSIBLE 


MARCH 5 

Miesha Tate shocks the 
world by beating Holly Holm 
(who, you know, shocked 
the world by beating 

Ronda Rousey four months 
earlier). Prefight: 25.6% 


Also at UFC 196, Nate Diaz 
chokes the highly favored 
Conor McGregor into 
submission. Blood is 
everywhere. Brands are in 
tatters. Prefight: 20% 


ANOVA 


JULY 31 

With Jason Day closing in 
on acourse that resembles 
a Slip ’N Slide, Jimmy 
Walker incredibly holds on 
to win his first major, the 
PGA. Pre-tournament: 1% 


MARCH 6 

The 12-51 Lakers beat the 
55-5 Warriors, who shoot 
an abysmal 4-for-30 from 
3. See? Jump-shooting 
teams can’t win! Take that, 
stat nerds! Pregame: 6.9% 


MARCH 18 

No. 15 Middle Tennessee 
State shocks 2-seed 
Michigan State in the first 
round of the NCAA tourney— 
just the eighth 15-2 upset 
ever. Pregame: 4.8% 


AUG. 11 

Who’s happy rugby was 
added to the Olympics? Fiji! 
The country wins its first 
medal ever by topping 
Great Britain for the gold. 
Pre-Olympics: 35.7% 


AUG. 12 
The U.S. women’s national 
soccer team takes an early 
flight home from the Rio 
Olympics after a stunning 
quarterfinal loss to 
Sweden. Pregame: 11.2% 


DEC. 30 
A year out from UFC 193, 
Rousey enters the Octagon 
to face Amanda Nunes. 
Will Ronda rise again? 

This year all bets are off. 
Prefight: 62.1% 


Odds are from Bovada, Westgate, 
William Hill and SDimes and 
are expressed in the form of 


& implied probabilities. Research 
by Sachin Dave Chandan. 
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| thing’s Possible 


Well, 
That Was 
Fun 


What do you get when you put 

Simone Biles, David Ross 
and J.R. Smith in a room together? 
The unpredictable energy 


that defined 2016. 
INTERVIEW BY SARAH SPAIN 
as a Sarah Spain: J.R., I know you were at some DR: I’m gonna DH. I’ve never been 
*. a of those Cubs-Indians games in the World a good hitter, so the DH thing would be 
— gage Series. Was it a little frosty at first when nice in softball. 

BSE: you saw David today? SS: Speaking of that, your last hit as an 
J.R. Smith: No, I was actually worried MLB player was a home run in the World 
about his safety being in Cleveland [where Series [in Game 7]. What were you 
the photo shoot took place] right now. I thinking in that moment? 
thought I had to be a bodyguard. DR: Well, I had just gotten in the game and 
SS: What’s the thing you hear most often let two runs in. I’m like, “Wait a minute, 
when people meet you? this isn’t what I do. I prevent runs, and I’ve 
JRS: “Where is your million-dollar shirt?” been in here two seconds and there's two 
I’m like, “It’s underneath these $25 Hanes runs in.” So I was just happy to get one 
T-shirts I’ve got on.” back, to give us that three-run lead. 

SS: What about you, Simone? SS: J.R., what’s one of the most memorable 
Simone Biles: “You look taller on TV.” I get moments of your title run? 

that all the time. I know they think I’m JRS: At halftime [of Game 7], one of our 
taller because it’s so close and I look oldest guys on the team, James Jones, 
stretched out, but I’m just 4-8. came to me, and he’s like, “Man, it’s time 
SS: You don’t look very tall on TV either, for you to do something. You’ve been 
honey. What do you hear most, David? sleeping the whole playoffs, the whole final 
David Ross: “You're really not that old.” You series.” First couple of shots I got coming 
know, the old grandpa thing—Grandpa out, I was like, “You know what, I’m gonna 
Rossy with KB [Kris Bryant] and Rizz shoot it.” Fortunately they fell, and we 
[Anthony Rizzo]. That’s how everyone started making our way back. 

treats me. Then I got back to my home- SS: Was there any part of the celebration 
town, and everyone is like, “I wish I could where you thought, “I can’t believe I’m 
retire at 39.” So they put it in perspective. here right now”? 

JRS: He'll be on my slow-pitch JRS: The plane ride back with my team- 
softball team. mates. I didn’t know how to feel. Did this 
DR: Yeah, now we're talking. really happen? What just happened? Of 
JRS: My pinch-runner right here [Biles], course, I’m still shirtless. I’m sitting on the 
she’s gonna do real good. plane, Tristan [Thompson] and LeBron 


Want the full interview? 
It's streaming 
now on WatchESPN. 


next to me. LeBron’s got his MVP trophy 
and he’s looking at it, and I’m looking 
across like, “We did it!” Being down 3-1 [in 
the Finals] was the worst feeling I’ve ever 
experienced in my life. I didn’t want to talk 
to my teammates, I didn’t want to talk to 
my wife, I didn’t want to talk to my kids. 
And to come back from that is a lesson that 
you can come back from anything. 

SS: Simone, these two guys broke super- 
long streaks. You were the favorite all 
along. What’s the pressure like when you 
have to be the best every time? 

SB: I wouldn't necessarily say that. I’m 
only 19. It’s kinda crazy if you're older and 
putting expectations on a poor 19-year- 
old. But to me, I go out there, and I do 
what I trained. We prepare so long for that 
moment, so it’s just kind of exciting. 

SS: Is there any feeling of, “I’m 19, I just 
did the best thing ever. Where do I go 
from here?” 

SB: Sometimes I think of that and I’m like, 
“Simone, I don’t know what else you can 
do. What more can you do? Maybe you can 
repeat yourself.” I'll take time off, get out 
more, go outside more, vacation. 

SS: What about you, David? How do you 
react when the best is behind you? 

DR: It’s rewarding riding into the sunset. 
What better way to go? My teammates 
carried me off the field—it doesn’t get any 
better than that. Now it’s time to be a dad. 
To be as successful at that as I was at 
baseball would be nice. 

SS: What about you, J.R.? Do you have a 
big goal for 2017? 

JRS: Other than repeating, I’m expecting a 
new baby girl. 

SB: You can name her Simone. 

JRS: You know, if my other daughter picks 
it, she'll definitely name her Simone. 

SS: Is your daughter a fan of Simone? 
JRS: You have no idea. Yesterday she came 
to our game. I was walking out of the 
locker room, and she goes, “Daddy, Daddy, 
I met her! I met Simone!” She loves her. 
SS: Something tells me that this cover 
photo may end up on the wall in your 
daughter’s room. You hanging out with 
her idol, Simone. 

JRS: A hundred percent. G 
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Clockwise from top: 
recently retired 
Cubs catcher David 
Ross, Olympic 
ymnast Simone 
Biles and Cavaliers 
guardaJ.R. Smith 


It was hard to find a better 

bet this year than Simone Biles, 
who headed into Rio with a 

57.2 percent chance to win gold 
in the individual all-around. 
—NEIL PAINE, FIVETHIRTYEIGHT.COM 


The Floor 
Is Hers 


Simone Biles was a lock at the 
Olympics. The only question was 
how high she’d fly. Meet espnW’s 


IMPACT25 Woman of the Year. 
BY ALLISON GLOCK 
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watched the Rio 
Olympics with my 
two teenage daugh- 
ters. It was the U.S. 
woman athletes who 
would come to domi- 
nate the Games, win- 
ning 27 golds and 61 total medals—six more 
than the men’s overall tally. This was edify- 
ing, especially for my girls, who found 
themselves unexpectedly stirred and root- 
ing for women whose excellence and 
achievement were not up for debate—wom- 
en whose dedication, fortitude and will 
broke through the media clutter, leveled 
false gods and showed usall what greatness 
can and should look like. 

And then there was Simone Biles. 

Biles, 19, came into the Olympics not sim- 
ply a favorite but a legend, her exceptional- 
ism as rousing as a drum line, an athlete 
soaring so far above her peers she may as 
well have been eyeing them from space. The 
Nadia Comaneci narrative—that of the 
adorable imp who stunned the world with 
unprecedented perfection—wasn't for her. 

It was assumed that Biles would be per- 
fect, her superiority a given. Her mind- 
bending world championship triumphs had 
already offered a preview of coming domi- 
naijce: Biles the proverbial gun at the knife 
fight. And this, arguably, is a much harder 
burden to bear. 

There is the risk of potential humiliation, 
of letting people down, of not being the 


8@: 


gilded, galloping unicorn you've been adver- 
tised to be. A favorite is not allowed to falter. 
A lock can never be a surprise. Worse, con- 
fidence can read as smugness, inviting 
schadenfreude. America is nothing if not 
invested in the narrative of the underdog. 

Biles has never been the underdog in the 
gym. She has had agonizing struggles over 
the years, notably entering foster care after 
her birth mother lost the ability to care for 
her and her sister because of drug addiction. 
Biles, whose grandparents became her par- 
ents when they adopted her at 6, took pains 
to busy herself with things she could con- 
trol, like learning how to do back hand- 
springs in her yard. When the role that life 
handed her was too limiting, Biles rewrote 
the script and gave herself better lines. 

So it was with her gymnastic career, in 
which she quickly conquered every skill and 
maneuver on offer. And still she kept work- 
ing, doing the hard math. 

She learned how a slight feint to the right 
midair would rotate her body like a pin- 
wheel in the wind. She calculated how many 
steps it took to launch her body twice her 
height above the mat. She embraced dis- 
mounts no one else dared try. Then she 
added flair. Joyful punctuation—a shimmy, 
a leap, a swivel of the hip—showmanship 
married to excellence that delighted all for- 
tunate enough to see her compete. 

There are others who have inhabited their 
significance thus, the rare few who pos- 
sessed enough confidence to play, even as 


they fought to be the best in the world. Babe 
Didrikson Zaharias. Jim Thorpe. Muham- 
mad Ali. Artists, like Biles, who left us gasp- 
ing and misty-eyed at their performances 
even though we already knew the ending. 
Magicians who mastered every trick, then 
invented new ones. 

Such was the case with Biles in Rio, where 
she cemented her status in the athletic fir- 
mament with every stuck landing, a physi- 
cal planting of the flag on a planet all her 
own. My girls watched her, applauding vic- 
tory after victory, never tiring of her virtuos- 
ity, Biles’ pre-eminence a comfort of sorts, 
like that of a superhero coming to save the 
day. She bobbled once on the beam, a 
steadying hand that let us know she was, in 
fact, human, but that second no more de- 
fined her Olympic showing than a stray 
thread on a couture suit. 

Here was a woman who knew, to the mil- 
limeter, how far she had to run. Here was a 
woman who bent physics to her will. Here 
was a woman who found balance in the air. 
Here was a woman unafraid of a blind land- 
ing. Here was awoman who wouldn't choke, 
wouldn’t let us down, a woman we could 
trust to take care of business. 

Here was a woman who also happened, 
just by her very existence, to be forcing every 
coming generation to do better. Because she 
did better. (A dot better.) And with that man- 
date came the comfort of knowing that bet- 
ter could still be done, that our future could 
be as bright and certain as we dared allow. = 


12.26.2016 | 01.02.2017 ESPN 51 


PRESEASON AFTER WEEK 1 AFTER WEEK 4 


Cowboys’ chances 
of earning a first- 


round bye 


When Dallas and its rookie QB lost in Week 1, the 
season outlook was bleak. But after an 11-game 
winning streak, the team became the NFC’s most likely o oO o 


Super Bowl squad. —NEIL PAINE, FIVETHIRTYEIGHT.COM re) o re) 
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DAK PRESCOTT SETTLES under center, makes eye contact with the 
middle linebacker one last time to get his bearings, then taps his right 
foot on the turf, signaling for tight end Jason Witten to come in mo- 
tion. It’s late on a Thursday night inside the glimmering Nordic 
temple of U.S. Bank Stadium in Minneapolis, and the Cowboys are 
clinging to a 14-9 lead. They have the ball on their own 46 with 6:37 
remaining, but you can feel it: After struggling most of the night in 
this Week 13 matchup against a top-five defense, the Dallas offense 
needs to make something happen, and fast. 

A few months ago, of course, nothing the Cowboys did in Decem- 
ber was supposed to have any consequence whatsoever. In August, 
Tony Romo hurt his back and was replaced by Prescott, the fourth- 
round draft choice and eighth quarterback picked overall. So much 
for the season. Then, in keeping with the overall theme of 2016 
—“Wait, what?’— Prescott turned out to be nothing short of extraor- 
dinary. With him and sensational rookie running back Ezekiel 
Elliott, the Cowboys somehow went from zero expectations to the 
projected top seed in the NFC. 

But the real reason for Dallas’ unlikely run is its five wide-bodies 
up front, a unit so dominant there has been talk of naming the entire 
group the 2016 NFL MVP. It’s nowin perfect sync at the start of this 
critical drive. As Prescott’s right foot hits the turf, Witten’s right hand 
lifts off the ground. He moves with purpose behind the line, first 
passing right tackle Doug Free, then right guard Zack Martin, center 
Travis Frederick and left guard Ronald Leary, before coming to a 
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stop just behind the outside shoulder of left 
tackle Tyron Smith, the man who set this 
juggernaut into motion. 

It’s time for something big. 


IN 2011, JUST three months after he was 
officially named Cowboys head coach, Jason 
Garrett persuaded Jerry Jones to select the 
6-foot-5, 320-pound Smith with the ninth 
overall pick. The decision signaled a big 
shift in Dallas. Jones, himself a former 
lineman and co-captain of the 1964 Arkan- 
sas national championship team, went his 
first 22 seasons as owner and GM in Dallas 
without using a single first-round pick on 
a blocker. In Jones’ defense, the Great Wall 
of Dallas, the dominant and deeply trou- 
bled line that anchored the Cowboys’ three 
Super Bowl wins in the 1990s, was for the 
most part a collection of misfits and cast- 
offs. What’s more, the current proliferation 
of the spread offense and quick-release 
passing attacks is perceived to have deval- 
ued linemen. 

But Smith, a USC product, was an easy 


sell for Garrett because Dallas had line 
problems. As a rookie, he played right tackle. 
That season Free, a fourth-round pick in 
2007 out of Northern Illinois, became a li- 
ability at left tackle, taking too many penal- 
ties and exposing Romo to big blindside 
hits. In 2012, Free shifted to the right side, 
where his build and mauler mentality were 
a much better fit. That cleared room for the 
chiseled, explosive Smith—who has a 363%- 
inch reach, the agile feet of a power forward 
and a bench press that teammates claim is 
north of 600 pounds—to move from right 
to left. “If you went into a computer lab and 
tried to create the perfect prototype tackle, 
it would be him,’ says Ross Tucker, a former 
NFL lineman-turned-analyst. “Smith does 
things to guys—toys with them, humbles 
them—that you honestly shouldn't be able 
to do to people in the NFL.” 

Smith was even able to move the most 
powerful and stubborn guy in the NFL: 
Jones. Smith made the Pro Bowl three times 
in his first five seasons, and his success 
helped persuade the Cowboys—and Jones— 


to take Frederick out of Wisconsin with the 
31st overall pick in 2013, a move that was 
widely criticized. Since then, Frederick has 
become an immovable force at the bottom 
of the pocket, a presence that has allowed 
Prescott, when pressured on the edge, to 
step up cleanly, keep his eyes downfield and 
deliver the ball on target. Frederick also 
makes the pre-snap reads and blocking 
calls that are key to the Cowboys’ zone- 
blocking scheme. “Travis’ mind is a huge 
asset that most people overlook with this 
scheme,” Dallas backup tackle Emmett 
Cleary says. “With zone blocking, the devil’s 
in the details, and we have one of the smart- 
est centers in the league, which means we 
don’t get tricked or mis-ID’d with assign- 
ments very often.” 

A year after selecting Frederick, Dallas 
was on the clock with the 16th pick when, 
according to Cowboys lore, Stephen Jones, 
Jerry's son and the director of player person- 
nel, had to climb over a war room table to 
prevent his dad from making the colossal 
blunder of selecting Johnny Manziel. The 


Cowboys actually had their sights set on 
linebacker Ryan Shazier, who went to the 
Steelers with the 15th pick. Choosing next, 
Jerry did suggest Manziel, but eventually 
Dallas “settled” on Notre Dame’s Martin, 
whose freakishly perfect blocking tech- 
nique and fundamentals rival Frederick’s 
mental acumen and Smith’s physical gifts. 
“Everyone is tied together in our system,” 
says Martin, the first Cowboy in 45 years 
to be named All-Pro as a rookie. “That’s 
what makes this line special.” 

Jones seemed to finally grasp that con- 
cept by 2015. The team re-signed Free toa 
three-year contract and signed LSU’s La’el 
Collins, the SEC’s top lineman in 2014, 
who went undrafted because of off-the- 
field issues. Collins took over as the start- 
ing left guard in 2015. Leary, signed in 
2012 as an undrafted free agent for 
$390,000, responded to his demotion by 
demanding a trade and then sitting out 
most of the team’s voluntary offseason 
workout program. Instead of trading 
Leary for peanuts, though, Jones kept him 
to provide depth in the trenches, a rare 
luxury in today’s NFL. 

Sure enough, in Week 3, when Collins 
suffered a toe injury, Leary stepped in 
with the extra incentive of knowing he 
was auditioning for his next big contract. 
For the time being, Leary will earn just 
$2.5 million in 2016, which has helped 
make the Dallas line—with a total price 
tag of $20.9 million, according to ESPN’s 
Roster Management System—the NFL's 
biggest bargain. “The Dallas offensive 
line is unbelievable,” Vikings coach Mike 
Zimmer says. “They’re by far the best in 
the league that I’ve seen.” 

For far less than what the Vikings pay 
their line ($31.6 million), the Cowboys 
through Week 14 had allowed just 21 
sacks on Prescott, the NFL’ second-high- 
est-rated QB (81.2 in Total QBR, behind 
only Tom Brady). They've also plowed the 
way for Elliott to take a run at Eric Dick- 
erson’s rookie rushing record of 1,808 
yards, set in 1983. The Dallas offense now 
dictates game tempo, chews up the clock 
and helps keep the suspect Dallas D off 
the field. Says Witten: “It’s like a science— 
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ANYTHING’S POSSIBLE 


Faces of the front 


ANYTHING’S POSSIBLE 


it’s something special to watch the way 
they communicate, coordinate and work 
together.” 


WITH THE GAME, and its winning streak, on 
the line in Minnesota, Dallas turns to what 
has become its signature play: the wide 
zone counter. 

The Cowboys used it against Cincinnati 
in Week 5 to spring Elliott untouched on a 
60-yard TD run through the kind of hole 
that, before this game, cornerback Adam 
Jones said his daughter could have run 
through. “It’s become our signature and the 
heart of what we do,” Witten says. “We get 
you moving one way, then hit you hard in 
the other direction.” 

Minnesota has held strong against the 
Cowboys’ offense so far, using stunts and 
varying fronts to confuse and interrupt Dal- 
las’ pre-snap blocking reads. But on this 
series, the Vikings open in a vanilla 4-3 un- 
der front, with their right end, tackle and 
nose tackle all shaded to the Cowboys left. 
It’s the perfect time to hit them with the 
wide zone counter: The Cowboys will use it 
to sell that the play is flowing left, setting up 
a devastating cutback lane to the right. 

Now the guys up front need to do their job 
so that Elliott can do his. 


GAME CLOCK: 6:37 > 

Instantly upon Prescott’s foot tap, Witten 
makes a pre-snap move from right to left, 
forcing the Vikings to reveal their coverage, 
intel that will help Elliott determine where 
to track the ball. Ifa defensive back shadows 
Witten, the Vikings are in man. If not, 
they’re in zone. This time the safeties re- 
main in zone, but out of respect for the 10- 
time Pro Bowl tight end, they roll coverage 
to Witten’s side of the field. That means, if 
Elliott has read his keys correctly, Dallas has 
put seven would-be tacklers at a distinct 
disadvantage before the snap. 

The cutback lane on the right edge is El- 
liott’s top target. But what makes the Dallas 
wide zone counter so difficult to defend is 
that the running back doesn’t have to hit a 
specific hole. Ideally, the Dallas line forces 
defenders horizontally toward the Vikings’ 
sideline and seals off the back side, creating 


56 ESPN 12.26.2016 | 01.02.2017 


FIG. 1 
= 


At the sna 


1 TE Gavin Escobar takes a 
decoy release into the flat to 
get the linebacker and strong 
safety thinking rollout pass. cutback lane to the right. 
4 Elliott takes the handoff 
to QB Dak Prescott’s 

left to sell that the play 

is flowing that way. 


2 TE Jason Witten crashes 
down the line with a goal of 
kicking out LB Anthony Barr 
and sealing the right side. 


FIG. 2 
Hitting the hole 


1 The Vikings’ strong safety 
doesn’t follow Escobar, 

so he hustles toward the 
middle for a key block. 


3 The Cowboys seal the 


and synchronicity. 


2 Witten reads the right 
edge perfectly, cutting 
upfield to block LB Eric 
Kendricks. 


4 Elliott, a rookie, makes a 


into the open field for 
a 30-yard gain. 


aseries of creases and alleys from which El- 
liott can choose. 

The openings morph and vanish quickly, 
so it’s critical to the play’s timing and geom- 
etry that Elliott read the defense from the 
outside in, make a decision and go within 
his first three steps with the ball. Until then, 
his options are as endless and unpredictable 
as a full chessboard. “That’s what’s great 
about the wide zone,” Frederick says. “It lets 
you give a talent like Zeke as many options 


3 In the Vikings’ 4-3 under front, 
the DL is mostly shaded left, 
helping set up RB Zeke Elliott’s 


entire left side of the Vikings’ 
front with trademark power 


veteran cut and accelerates 


fore he palms 
IDs No. 54, Eric 
middle linebacker. This is done to designate 
the strategic middle of the attack. In zone- 
blocking schemes, many assignments are 
based on whether certain defenders are 
lined up to the strong or weak side of the 
formation. Through endless film study and 
mind-numbing repetition, the Dallas line 
instinctively identifies blocking assign- 
ments once the Mike is identified. In situa- 
tions that call for double-teams, specialty 
blocks or blitz pickups, Frederick commu- 
nicates using code words, hand signals or, 
sometimes, just a tap on the leg. 
Recognizing that Smith, Leary and Free 
all have natural angles on their opponents, 
Frederick’s key read becomes nose tackle 
Linval Joseph—if the Viking infiltrates the 
backfield, he could blow up the play. 


6:36 > 

At the snap, Prescott and Elliott pivot to 
their left to sell that the play is flowing that 
way. Meanwhile, Frederick has a split sec- 
ond to prevent Joseph from penetrating 
through the A-gap between him and Mar- 
tin. If Joseph comes low and hard, Frederick 
will stay and double-team him with Martin. 
But when Joseph stands straight in contain- 
ment, that’s Frederick’s cue to chip him with 
his right elbow, then leap into the second 
level of defenders, where he engulfs weak- 
side linebacker Chad Greenway. 

Martin opens to the left, then pistons his 
hands into the right side of Joseph's rib cage 
with enough force to bounce his 329-pound 
frame sideways almost 3 full yards. 

As Prescott hands off to Elliott, the quar- 
tet of Smith, Leary, Martin and Free battle 
in breathtaking symmetry, executing a series 


halfway into the defensive backfield in a way 
that suggests this is personal. 

Joseph, the nose tackle, manages to pen- 
etrate to the 44-yard line, but it’s not 
enough. Elliott makes his critical cut to the 
right, near the 43, and blows by in a flash, 
just out of Joseph’s reach. 


6:35 > 

A few steps ahead of Elliott, Witten crashes 
down the line from left to right. He’s charged 
with executing a kickout block on lineback- 
er Anthony Barr that will seal the back 
(right) side of Elliott’s path. But after cross- 
ing the formation, Witten sees that Barr has 
already been taken out of the play thanks to 
a Jedi mind trick by Dallas offensive coor- 
dinator Scott Linehan. At the snap, second 
tight end Gavin Escobar had taken a decoy 
release into the right flat, called a shoot. It’s 
a fake pass meant to fool safety Andrew 
Sendejo and Barr into thinking Prescott is 
running a bootleg. Sendejo takes the bait 
and backpedals about 10 yards into the sec- 
ondary. Barr also misreads the play and 
leaps so far upfield that he has essentially 
performed Witten’s block on himself. 


6:34 > 

As Elliott crosses the line of scrimmage, 
only three Vikings defenders are unac- 
counted for. Barely losing speed, Witten 
abandons Barr and cuts downfield to tem- 
porarily seal off linebacker Kendricks. Rac- 
ing in from the left, free safety Harrison 
Smith should have a direct path to Elliott, 
but because Free has pushed his helpless 
defender so far downfield, the Vikings DB 
gets caught up in the wash of bodies. Esco- 


Should a team take 
a flier on Tony Romo 
in 2017? Westgate says 
the odds his Pro Bowl 
days are over are 
5-8, or a 61.5 percent 
implied probability. 
The Bears might like 
those chances. 


on cornerback Terence Newman. 


6:33 > 

All that coordination by the Dallas line is 
impressive, but it’s Elliott who takes the play 
to another level by doing something that 
makes you forget he’s a rookie. The epic 
battle between Frederick and Greenway has 
leaked several yards to the right, directly into 
Elliott’s path. Rather than panic or cut inside 
for a respectable 7-yard gain, though, he ex- 
ecutes a Barry Sanders-esque peekaboo cut 
that sucks Sendejo inside and allows Elliott 
to burst to his right into the open field. “Zeke 
does a lot of things that make us look better 
as blockers,” Frederick says. 


6:30 > 

Eventually, Kendricks spins out of Witten’s 
block and chases Elliott down at the 24, div- 
ing at the last second to wrap up his legs and 
prevent a TD—but not before Dallas gains 
30, setting up what will be Dan Bailey's de- 
cisive 39-yard field goal. 

“That was a hell of a win. It might be my 
favorite of the 11 we've had this year,’ Garrett 
would tell the team afterward. “It was the 
best demonstration of fight we've had in the 
first 12 weeks of the season.” 

At the tail end of his run, Elliott pops 
straight up from the turf and releases his 
grip on the ball. He sticks his chest out and 
raises his right hand to his face mask to 
make his now famous “feed me” gesture. 

Facing the giant glass window at the north 
end of U.S. Bank Stadium, the message 
seems directed at all would-be challengers 
on the horizon. Elliott and the Dallas offen- 
sive line are hungry for more. G 


Legal Notice 
If You Paid Fees on Your U.S. Debit Card Issued by 
JPMorgan Chase Bank, N.A., You May Be Eligible for a 
Payment from a Class Action Settlement 


What Is This Notice? 


A Settlement has been reached in a class action lawsuit about 
a debit card program operated by JPMorgan Chase Bank, N.A. 
(“Chase”) for inmates released from correctional facilities of 
the federal Bureau of Prisons (“BOP”). Under the program, 
inmates released since May 2012 have received the funds in 
their inmate trust accounts at the time of release on debit cards 
issued by Chase (“BOP Debit Cards”). The lawsuit, Krimes v. 
JPMorgan Chase Bank, N.A., is pending in the U.S. District 
Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania. The lawsuit 
challenges the placement of inmates’ funds on the BOP Debit 
Cards, the fees Chase charged for use of the cards, and the 
disclosures Chase provided in connection with the cards. 
Chase denies any liability or wrongdoing. However, to settle 
the case and avoid the costs and risks of litigation, Chase has 
agreed to a settlement. 
Who Is Included? 


The Settlement Class includes anyone who resides in the 
United States and received a BOP Debit Card, issued by 
Chase, upon release from a federal correctional facility before 
October 26, 2016. 

What Are The Settlement Terms? 


Chase has agreed to pay up to a total of $446,822 to members 
of the Settlement Class. Each Settlement Class member is 
entitled to receive a Settlement Payment in the amount of 
all Chase Fees and ATM Surcharges (fees charged by parties 
other than Chase for transactions using a BOP Debit Card) 
the Class member paid before October 26, 2016 for using his 
or her BOP Debit Card. If any settlement funds remain after 
Chase pays claims in the Settlement, and after the costs of 
notice and administration of this Settlement have been paid, 
Settlement Class members may also be able to receive a share 
of any such remaining funds. 


How Do I Get My Settlement Payment? 


The answer depends on whether you are an Active Cardholder 
or Inactive Cardholder. You are an Active Cardholder if your 
BOP Debit Card account is open, is able to receive funds, 
and does not have a negative balance. You are an Inactive 
Cardholder if you are not an Active Cardholder. You can 
check if you are an Active Cardholder by contacting the 
Settlement Administrator at 1-888-280-6496. 


Active Cardholders: If you are an Active Cardholder, and 
you do not exclude yourself from this Settlement (see Your 
Rights May Be Affected below), you will receive your 
Settlement Payment automatically as a deposit to your BOP 
Debit Card. If you have lost your BOP Debit Card, or it has 
expired, you can call Chase at 1-877-789-5895 to request a 
new card at no cost. If you prefer to receive your Settlement 
Payment instead by check or a free replacement BOP Debit 
Card, you may file a Claim indicating that preference. 
Claims may be filed online, or by requesting a form at the 
Settlement website, www.KrimesDebitCardSettlement.com. 
If you submit a Claim requesting your Settlement Payment 
by check, you may also request that the check include the 
remaining balance on your BOP Debit Card. 


Inactive Cardholders: If you are an Inactive Cardholder, you 

may seek a Settlement Payment, plus any remaining balance 

on your BOP Debit Card, by submitting a Claim. Inactive 

Cardholders will receive their Settlement Payments by check. 
How Do I Submit A Claim? 


You can view and print a paper claim form at www. 
KrimesDebitCardSettlement.com. You can also request a 
claim form by calling 1-888-280-6496, or by emailing or 
writing to the Settlement Administrator. You can submit a 
Claim online or by mail. The deadline to submit a Claim is 
March 6, 2017. 


Your Rights May Be Affected. 


If you do not exclude yourself from the Settlement, you will 
be bound by the terms of the Settlement Agreement, including 
its Releases. If you do not want to be legally bound by the 
Settlement, you must ask (in writing) to be excluded from 
the Settlement Class by March 6, 2017. If you stay in the 
Settlement Class, you may object to the Settlement by March 
6, 2017. Visit the website, www.KrimesDebitCardSettlement. 
com, to learn more about how to exclude yourself from or 
object to the Settlement. 


When Will The Hearing Be Held To Determine Approval 
Of The Settlement, And Where? 


The Court will hold the final fairness hearing on April 12, 
2017 at 10:00 am. at the United States District Court for 
Eastern District of Pennsylvania, located at James A. Byrne 
U.S. Courthouse, 601 Market Street, Philadelphia, PA, to 
decide whether to approve: (1) the Settlement, (2) Class 
Counsel’s request for attorneys’ fees and expenses, and a 
service payment to the Class Representative, in a total amount 
of no more than $250,000. The hearing may be moved to a 
different date or time without additional notice, so it is a good 
idea to check the settlement website for updates. 


Who Are The Lawyers For The Class? 
The Court has appointed Golomb & Honik, of Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, as Settlement Class Counsel. 
For more information: 
www.KrimesDebitCardSettlement.com 


Innovation HAUL OF FAME 


that excites 


with an integrated quick-release gooseneck hitch and available Cummins 
V8 Turbo Diesel, the Nissan TITAN’ XD makes you the most valuable player 
on any team. Head over to NissanHeismanHouse.com and vote for the 


next Heisman Trophy winner. 


FANTASY. Bo not attempt. Youre not a Heisman Trophy winner. You can't tow the Heisman House. 2017 Nissan TITAN XD Platinum Reserve 4x4 shown. Towing capability varies by 
configuration, See Nissan Towing Guide and Owners Manual for additional information. Always wear your seat belt, and please don't drink and drive. ©2016 Nissan North America, Inc. 
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Sophomore Damien Harris 
and freshman Jalen Hurts catry the 
offensive load for Nick Saban.\ 
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the sidelines at the SEC championship 
game are lined with Southern football dig- 
nitaries. All available previous MVPs of SEC 
title games are here, along with current 
coaches of teams that didn’t make the game 
and a pair of television news desks, one from 
ESPN, the other from CBS. 

Retiring play-by-play man Verne Lund- 
quist greets a receiving line of well-wishers 
at the CBS desk, all while sidestepping Ala- 
bama’s warm-up drills. The defending na- 
tional champ is preparing for a game it will 
win 54-16 over Florida to remain unde- 
feated and formalize its invitation to the 
College Football Playoff. 

“These dudes are so big it’s a little scary,’ 
says former Gators QB Danny Wuerffel, ex- 
tending his hand after waiting in line. 

“No,” Uncle Verne replies. “What’s scary 
is that most of them are still teenagers.” 

Anyone who bought the 2016 college 
football preview magazines last summer 
will remember the questions. How will Ala- 
bama replace Heisman Trophy winner Der- 
rick Henry? How will the Crimson Tide 
account for losing quarterback Jake Coker, 
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a 23-year-old transfer from Florida State 
with five years’ experience? How will they 
replace 11 starters? (Those questions were 
posed in ESPN The Magazine's preview by 
the same scribe you are reading right now.) 

Alabama entered the season with the 
SEC’s least experienced roster. Ohio State 
did the same in the Big Ten. Ditto for Clem- 
son: bottom of the ACC. But it was actually 
much starker than that. Phil Steele, the king 
of preseason mags, uses a five-part formula 
to determine experience, and he ranked the 
Tide roster 116th out of 128 FBS teams. 
Clemson was ranked 101st. Ohio State was 
dead last at 128th. 

Soifyoure scoring at home—and recruits 
are—then three of this year’s best four teams 
were also among its youngest, somehow 
surviving one of the most unpredictable 
regular seasons in recent memory. The 
holdout is Washington. The Pac-12 champ 
ranked fourth in its conference and 43rd 
overall in experience, with only four return- 
ing senior starters but a whopping 80 per- 
cent of the roster having already played 
enough to earn a varsity letter. 


“It really does go against what I guess 
you'd call conventional coaching wisdom,” 
says Ohio State coach Urban Meyer, who 
returned two senior starters from his 2015 
team that went 12-1 and finished the year 
ranked fourth in the AP poll. This year the 
team is 11-1 and will play Clemson in the 
CFP semifinals. “But I would also say, OK, 
who are those two seniors and who are your 
juniors? I like those juniors I have in the 
middle of my defense. And I really like that 
junior I have under center leading my of- 
fense in J.T. Barrett.” 

They say the same at Clemson about their 
quarterback, Deshaun Watson. Along with 
his fellow juniors—running back Wayne 
Gallman and wide receiver Mike Wil- 
liams—he’s had to carry a roster heavy on 
underclassmen to a much higher degree of 
difficulty than a year ago, when Clemson 
pushed Alabama in the title game. 

“I know it’s a cliché to talk about having 
another coach out on the field, but that’s 
what Deshaun is,” says Clemson’s actual 
coach, Dabo Swinney. “In the end, we can 
only run so many drills, watch so much film 
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and install so many plays. When those 
young guys are out there and it’s time to ac- 
tually run those plays, then it’s Deshaun 
who is looking them in the eyes. Freshmen 
or not, they are going to do what they have 
to do to not let him down.” 

That pressure of not wanting to become 
the weak link in the chain is indeed a great 
motivator. A kid who spent the past few sea- 
sons watching Watson lead Clemson to a 
stack of prime-time wins doesn’t want to be 
the one who causes that pipeline to rupture. 

And that brings us back to Alabama. 

“My single biggest fear every day was that 
I did not want to be the guy who caused the 
winning to stop,” Henry says. Standing along 
that same Georgia Dome sideline watching 
his former Tide teammates, he is straight- 
faced serious. He recalls his freshman year 
in 2013, joining the team as it came off con- 
secutive BCS national championships and 
its third in four years. One year removed 
from high school, he carried the football just 
36 times. Upperclassmen incessantly re- 
minded him of his responsibilities. 

So did his phone. “It was blowing up all 
the time with texts and calls from former 
Alabama players,” Henry says. ““You better 
listen to the coaches, you better keep this 
going, you better stick with the Process.’ I 
didn’t even know these guys. But now I do 
the same thing. I'll be doing it here tonight.” 

Ah yes, the Process. When Nick Saban 
used to drop his trademark mantra, it was 
greeted by those outside Tuscaloosa—and 
some inside the city limits—with eye rolls 
and bingo calls of “Drink!” Such attitudes 
have since vanished, pounded into the 


ground by the win-loss record that has 
buried Bama’s SEC rivals. In the e; 
when he'd visit the living roo 
Saban would preach the 
less attention to every 
light on his grandic 
those plans have 
that speech has 
board with the P 
board? Enjoy yo : 
If you are, we'll need your ring size. 

‘There is a way we do things at Alabama 
and they aren't easy, but we aren't looking 
for players who are looking for easy,” Saban 
explained in February on national signing 
day after inking a class ranked second best 
in the nation by ESPN.com. “I think what 
we've been able to accomplish here makes 
it easy for kids to identify what we are about. 
If they think they can fit into that, and we 
think they can fit into that, then I think the 
potential benefits are fairly evident.” 

That's code for “Why yes, at Alabama we 
love five-star athletes. But only the ones who 
can hack it.” 

The crown jewel in that 2016 recruiting 
class was a quarterback from the Houston 
area named Jalen Hurts, the son of a high 
school football coach. Hurts’ size and 
strength were off the charts, as were his 
football IQ and his academic record. Per 
Saban’s freshman policies, the 18-year-old 
doesn't talk to reporters. An early enrollee, 
he already played the role of Watson as his 
new team practiced to play Clemson in the 
title game last January. Now he has a chance 
to lead his team to a victory in this year’s 
version of that same game and become the 
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OWL AND FORMER NFL GM 


Who needs Lane 
Kiffin? Westgate 
gives Nick Saban’s 
Crimson Tide 3-1 
odds (25 percent 
implied probability) 
vs. the field to 

win the national 
championship 

next season. 


QB to win a national title 
nelle Holieway in 1985. 
‘People how can you win with 
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a freshma 


rterback. Jalen Hu is specl# 
fits. And Alabama is fortunate enough to be 
in a position where they don’t just sign five- 
star recruits. They sign the ones that fit.” 

That fortunate position Bama’s in is the 
top, where the view is nice and the shopping 
list nicer. Over the past four years, Bama has 
inked classes ranked first, first, first and sec- 
ond. Ohio State has never dropped below 
seventh, while Clemson has spent the past 
two years in the top eight. Only heavy- 
weights like them can afford not to play the 
waiting game with their prospects. Because 
while beggars can’t be choosers, choosers 
rarely have to be beggars. 

Sure, college coaches will tell you that to- 
day’s high school recruits arrive more foot- 
ball-ready than ever before, thanks to prep 
programs that have become more aggres- 
sive with both their playbooks and their 
training programs. But experience still mat- 
ters for nearly all the rest of college football. 
Washington, which has hovered from 19th 
to 45th in recruiting, needs its players to 
stick around. Colorado went worst to first in 
the Pac-12 South with its experience-heavy 
roster (ninth in the nation), and Michigan 
State did the complete opposite in the Big 
Ten as it hit the bottom of its cycle as an an- 
nual fifth-year-player factory. According to 
Steele, the Spartans were ranked 117th in 
the nation in experience and 13th in the Big 
Ten. They finished 3-9. 

“The goal is to create an environment of 
winning,” Saban explains in what sounds 
like total coachspeak but is in fact, well, fact. 
“Seniors and alums expect a certain level of 
success, and in turn, they teach the kids who 
have just arrived to expect that level of suc- 
cess. Only a certain type of young man can 
handle that. And if you can handle that, 
then it doesn’t matter how old you are.” 
But it does matter where you play.G@ 
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Allstate Insurance Company and the American 
Football Coaches Association (AFCA) congratulate 
University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh quarterback Brett 
Kasper, voted by college football fans across the 
country, as the 25th anniversary Allstate AFCA Good 
Works Team® captain. 


Kasper has established himself as a leader both on 
and off the field for his selfless commitment to 
helping others while maintaining good academic 
standing. Kasper started volunteering with Be The 
Match in 2014, the most diverse bone marrow 
registry in the world. The following year, Kasper was 
matched and donated bone marrow to an 
eight-year-old girl suffering from lymphoma. Kasper 
spends countless hours helping make the 
community a better place. 


Kasper and his fellow 2016 Allstate AFCA Good 
Works Team® members are invited to New Orleans in 
January to receive a special on-field dedication 
during halftime of the 2017 Allstate® Sugar Bowl®, 
which will air live on ESPN. 


© 2016 Allstate Insurance Co. Marks are registered trademarks of their respective owners. 


U. OF THE INCARNATE WORD 
MICHAEL ALLEN 


ASHLAND UNIVERSITY 
ZACH BERNHARD 


UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA 
JEB BLAZEVICH 


WAYNE STATE UNIVERSITY (MICH.) 
TRENT BRODBECK 


VANDERBILT UNIVERSITY 
OREN BURKS 


UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH 
MIKE CAPRARA 


DAVIDSON COLLEGE 
NATE CASEY 


OKLAHOMA BAPTIST UNIVERSITY 
ZACH CLARK 


FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 
ALEC EBERLE 


DUKE UNIVERSITY 
DEVON EDWARDS 


UNIVERSITY OF TULSA 
DANE EVANS 


SE OKLAHOMA STATE UNIVERSITY 
KAYMON FARMER 


MARK RICHT 


UNIVERSITY OF MIAMI 


GEORGIA TECH 
KESHUN FREEMAN 


CARSON-NEWMAN UNIVERSITY 
DAN GALLMAN 


MORNINGSIDE COLLEGE 
LUKE GROOTERS 


NC CENTRAL UNIVERSITY 
CARL JONES 


NORTHERN ARIZONA UNIVERSITY 
CORBIN JOUNTTI 


U. OF WISCONSIN-OSHKOSH 
BRETT KASPER 


UNIVERSITY OF HAWAII 
MAKANI KEMA-KALEIWAHEA 


U. OF COLORADO, BOULDER 
DEREK MCCARTNEY 


TCU 
CAYLIN MOORE 


BETHEL UNIVERSITY (MINN.) 
DREW NEUVILLE 


WESTERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY 
ZACH TERRELL 


CLEMSON UNIVERSITY 
DESHAUN WATSON 


HONORARY HEAD COACH 


ANYTHING'S POSSIBLE 


Heads of the Class co 


In a College Football Playoff loaded with first-year starters, four freshmen TAYLOR RAPP ee 
are poised to play starring roles in the semifinals. —SHARON KATZ 


ey Washington offense vs. Alabama defense 
Peach Bowl 


Collision course They’re No. 1 


Bama leads every category in defensive EPA [a defense’s 
contributions to the team’s net scoring margin). In fact, the D is 
on pace to add about 4 ppg more than any Alabama unit under 
Nick Saban. Here’s how the next-best units stack up to the Tide. 


Total defense Pass defense Rush defense 
(No. 1) (No. 1) (No. 1) 


Sophomore QB Jake Browning has led 


the Huskies to an FBS-best 70 offensive =] o 
TDs [42.9 percent of drives), but he so] N 
hasn't faced a brick wall like Bama. The + + 
JALEN HURTS Tide defense has allowed 14 TDs, fewest 
in the FBS—and scored 10. BAMA OSU BAMA COL BAMA 0 
*All times Eastern Numbers adjusted for oppo 


eRe Clemson offense vs. Ohio State defense 
ayStation 
Fiesta Bowl A deep threat Beating the best 


Ohio State has brutalized QBs from FP! top-40 teams. On average, i 
held those five offenses to a QBR 44 points below their yearlong 


results. Oklahoma (top-ranked 89.8 QBR] was 66.4 points offpace. 
* 


FPI top-40 opponents’ raw QBR vs. Ohio State 


389. one 


MICHIGAN 


OKLAHOMA 


— 
WISCONSIN 


On throws 20-plus yards downfield, 
Clemson junior QB Deshaun Watson is 
v 28-for-72 (38.9 percent), and his TD/INT 
ratio of 12-1 tops the Power 5. On PENN STATE 


|MIKE WEBER similar throws, OSU has kept opponents 


to 21.8 percent and a 2-7 ratio. 
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Alabama offense vs. Washington defense 
A steady climb Guard Dawgs 


Alabama freshman QB Jalen Hurts improved each month of 
the season (see below). But his season-long 97.5 Total 

QBR in the fourth quarter is best in the FBS, and he faces a 
D that ranks 117th nationally in the fourth (76.4 QBR) 


Jalen Hurts’ Total QBR each month [vs. FBS) 


358:. | 


Pac-12 defensive frosh of the year Taylor 
Rapp and the Huskies allow the lowest 
percentage of play-action passes for 
10-plus yards (35.8) in the Power 5 
Bama relies on play-action: Hurts has 
completed 63.8 percent of his passes, 
OcT. NOV.-DEC. with 10 TDs and 3 INTs (69.1 QBR} 


Ohio State offense vs. Clemson defense 
Gaining ground An inside job 


Rugged freshman RB Mike Weber (5.8 ypc between the 


=z 
tackles} will be met quickly by a Tigers front that gives S = & 
up 0.57 of a yard before contact inside [eighth in Power 5) a o> & 
@ 222 
- a 
Mike Weber’s yards after contact per rush dn ee Ps 
&é \o'® 
PITT | 
| SYRACUSE | 
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na =r 
Clemson freshman DT Dexter Lawrence’s 33 
total QB pressures this season tops all Power 5 
defensive tackles, per Stats LLC. He has 
9% tackles for loss and seven sacks and could 
eee spell trouble for an OSU O-line that has 
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NO. 15 WESTERN 
MICHIGAN 
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NO. 8 WISCONSIN 
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NO. 9 USC 
vs. 
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Alabama Shakes 


The Tide are just two wins from another national 


championship. Can anyone stop them? SportsCenter’s 


Matt Barrie and Danny Kanell size up the contenders. 


Clockwise from left: 
Deshaun Watson, 
Curtis Samuel and 
Jake Browning \ 


INTRODUCING 


MATT BARRIE: You could say this is Nick 
Saban’s best team at Alabama, but it’s too 
early. The résumé isn’t complete. 

DANNY KANELL: Statistically, they'll go 
down as one of the best teams ever, but if 
you look at how down the SEC has been 
this year, the challenge is yet to come. 
Chris Petersen is a great coach. He'll 
present challenges for Alabama’s defense. 
MB: Think about how Petersen made his 
name at Boise State. They'd play teams 
they weren’t supposed to be on the same 
field with in a bowl game, with a month 
to prepare, and they’d come out with an 
upset. That’s how Boise State became the 
little guy in college football. Knowing 
Petersen’s reputation, he’ll have some 
tricks up his sleeve. 

DK: The longer Washington can stay in 
that game, the more they start to believe 
they can pull it off. 

MB: If you're Washington, you want to be 
the annoying little brother who won't go 
away. If you make Bama start thinking, 
ala the 2015 Sugar Bowl, when they were 


FPI’S CHANCES OF EACH TEAM BEATING BAMA. 


beating Ohio State pretty handily but 
Ohio State just wouldn’t go away, you 
might have a chance at breaking them. 
DK: You play right into Alabama’s 
strengths if you try to run it on them, so 
you have to throw it. That’s why I don’t 
love Ohio State’s chances. 
MB: They have zero threat to throw. J.T. 
Barrett has been very effective running 
the ball, but if Bama knows he can’t 
throw, they just bring everybody up in the 
box, knowing he’s going to run. 
DK: When Ohio State beat Bama in 2015, 
they had a QB who could sling the rock. 
MB: I believe in Clemson. A lot of those 
guys are freshmen, but if you line them 
up against Alabama, Clemson is one of 
the only teams you could say might have 
an advantage. 
DK: Deshaun Watson has not had the year 
that we thought coming in, but he’s still 
one of the better quarterbacks. Early in 
the season, he was trying to live up to the 
expectations. Once he got over that, he’s 
been much more effective. In the ACC 
championship game, we saw him run the 
ball more like he did last year against 
Alabama, and that element—the QB 
being able to run—holds the defense just 
a split second longer and allows some 
passing lanes to open up. So I’m with you, 
Matt. I think Clemson has the best 
opportunity to upset Alabama. 
INTERVIEW BY BEN ARLEDGE 


32, Sh. 4. 


Look for SportsCenter on the Road POWERED by FORD 
at the College Football Playoff Semifinals on December 31, 2016. 
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AN espnW COLLABORATION 


Prefight chances 
that Rousey would 
lose her November 2015 
fight to Holly Holm. 
—NEIL PAINE, 
FIVETHIRTYEIGHT.COM 


Something to Fight for 


Before Ronda Rousey could return to the Octagon, 
she had to answer a simple question: Why should she? 


BY RAMONA SHELBURNE 


Probability that 
Rousey will win her 
Dec. 30 fight 
against champ 
Amanda Nunes. 
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THE CABINIS about two hours outside of Los 
Angeles. Directions come in the form of a 
screen shot—cell service is spotty up here, 
so it’s best to have a backup. 

Ronda Rouseyis all bundled up when she 
answers the front door. She knows what this 
looks like. She’s broken, right? She’s been 
hiding out in a basement since her stunning 
loss to Holly Holm last November. Shat- 
tered in a million pieces. Listening to Adele 
and hissing in the dark. She smiles. It’s fun 
to feed it sometimes. 

“It’s like I’m doing the chick version of 
growing a beard and living in a cave, you 
know?” Rousey says. “You remember when 
Batman goes off to this ninja place, then 
time lapses and you see he’s grown this 
beard? My woman version of growing a 
beard was letting my highlights grow out 
and changing my number.” 

But this isn’t some remote cabin at the 
end of a winding dirt road. This is a small 
mountain community. Her neighbors know 
who she is and what she is doing, but they 
don’t bother her here. 

On this crisp November morning, Rousey 
wears a hoodie and Ugg boots for the short 
walk from the cabin to the detached garage 
her longtime trainer Edmond Tarverdyan 
has turned into a dojo. Six days a week, 
twice a day, Rousey makes this trip to train 
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for her comeback fight against Amanda 
Nunes on Dec. 30. 

Sometimes, as she walks over, she’ll stop 
at asmall chicken coop. 

“The chickens don’t need me to entertain 
them,” she says. 

It’s ajoke. Sort of. Because damn, she re- 
ally spent way too much energy trying to put 
on a show last time. 

Back then, when she was undefeated, 
she'd spend hours and hours thinking of all 
the things she was expected to do to be suc- 
cessful: Sell the fight; build the women’s 
division of the UFC, take photos with fans, 
pose on the red carpet. Tweet, Facebook, 
Instagram. Entertain. She’d stew and swirl 
all night until an alarm clock would sound 
way too early. 

Now she just wakes up whenever the sun 
bursts into the back bedroom of the cabin. 

“That loss saved me from becoming what 
I hate,” she says. “One of those people who 
live their lives to impress everyone else. 
Who put up a front for the world to admire. 
Who make sure every charitable act is post- 
ed and shared for their own image gain. 
Who posture and pose for people they care 
nothing about except for the opinion they 
have of them.” 

This year, this space she’s created for her- 
self, is for one purpose. 

“I’m just getting my life back,” she says. 


SHE ALWAYS USED to spend a few weeks up 
in the mountains during training camp. 
That was the plan last year before the Holm 
fight as she and Tarverdyan scheduled out 
her typical two-month fight-prep routine. 

But then the January 2016 fight was 
moved up to November 2015 after UFC 193 
headliner Robbie Lawler injured his thumb. 
UFC president Dana White needed some- 
one with enough star power to replace him 
for what became the largest crowd in atten- 
dance at a UFC fight in history, at the 
55,000-seat Etihad Stadium in Melbourne, 
Australia. 

The change in schedule meant Rousey 
and Tarverdyan had time for just a 44-day 
camp. It meant no cabin. But Rousey said 
yes because saying no felt like admitting she 
couldn’t do it. 


In a cabin in the 

mountains, nothing distracts 
Rousey from the task 

at hand: reclaiming her belt. 


“Ronda was basically like, ‘What do you 
need? I got it;” White says. “‘And if anybody 
else turns something else down, I'll do what 
they were supposed to do too.” 

“I was just trying to make too many peo- 
ple happy,’ Rousey says. “But when I try and 
do favors and make everybody else happy, 
at the end of the day, they walk away happy 
and I’m the one who has to deal with the 


depression. All the pay-per-views in the 
world, all the money in the world, it means 
f---ing nothing to me because I lost.” 

She’s had a year to think about all the 
things that went wrong in that loss. She re- 
members how weak and dehydrated her 
body felt from an excruciating weight cut. 
Afterward, Tarverdyan had doctors analyze 
her body chemistry with blood and hair 
samples. Her cortisol levels were off the 
charts. But all those are symptoms ofa sim- 
ple truth that looks so obvious in retrospect. 


She just should’ve said no. 

Rousey still cries sometimes as she re- 
lives details from the fight. It’s painful and 
embarrassing. But she is the one who kept 
saying yes to everything. She left herself 
vulnerable going into the fight, and Holm 
made her pay. Rousey’s got to own that. 

It’s easy to fall back down that shame spi- 
ral, but that’s not productive anymore. Now 
she has to train and feel strong again. To 
remember why she fights. That was the 
point of coming up to this cabin. Having a 


“| WANT TO BE ABLE TO 
WALK AWAY WITH MY 
HEAD HELD HIGH. | DON’T 
WANT ‘GOOD ENOUGH’ 
TO BE MY LEGACY.” 


physical boundary is essential for someone 
who has trouble setting any limits on her- 
self. It’s a way of compartmentalizing. 

The other night, for instance, she painted 
a scene of pine trees on top of a snowy 
mountain. The trees in the center of the 
mountain cast a long shadow, maybe twice 
as longas the height of the trees themselves. 
It could be seen as an artistic expression of 
the weight she’s been carrying around all 
year. Long shadows, fallen trees, distorted 
perspective. 

“Nope,” she says. “It’s paint by numbers. 
I’m going to paint more trees on the side of 
the mountain. It won’t look that way when 
Tm done.” 


IT’S COLD IN the dojo when she enters. Rous- 
ey stretches while a space heater warms the 
room. 

“Keep the door closed,” she says as Tarver- 
dyan walks in. “Don’t let the heat get out.” 

Rousey slides her legs up and back on a 
foam roller, breaking up the stiffness in her 
hamstrings and quadriceps. Then she grabs 
along wooden staff and twirls and twists it 
through a series of poses that look like an 
action sequence in a Bruce Lee movie. 

This summer she had surgery to get her 
knee into better shape. She can throw kicks 
and put weight on her leg when she steps 
back on it now. 

But it’s better. Not fixed. “My ACLis gone. 
My cartilage is gone,” she says. “It’s been 
gone. I don’t even know when it left.” 
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The champ has spoken 
AMANDA NUNES ISN’T WELL-KNOWN, OR EVEN WELL- 


RESPECTED, BUT THE TITLE DEFENDER SAYS THAT 
AFTER DEC. 30, SHE’LL GET THE PRAISE SHE DESERVES. 


When Amanda Nunes stunned Miesha Tate with 

a submission win in the first round of their 
UFC 200 matchup in July, she became the third female 
bantamweight champion in 2016. Nunes’ mission in 
Las Vegas on Dec. 30? Make sure Ronda Rousey isn’t 
the fourth champ this year. —KATIE BARNES 


KB: How are you feeling about the fight? 

AN: It’s only one more fight in my career. I’ve been ready. 
This fight is going to make a statement in this division. 

| will keep this belt. Nobody is going to stop me. Rousey 
used to dominate this division, but now she’s the 
challenger. I’m the champion. Everything has changed, 
and I’m ready for her. 

KB: In what ways do you think Rousey is vulnerable? 

AN: Striking and her ground game. | know she has 

a good armbar, but no one has seen anything else. She 
scrambles very well and then goes to the armbar. 

I’m a black belt in Brazilian jiujitsu, and | know everything 
she’s going to bring because I’ve also trained judo. 

| know everything she does to get the takedown, the 
setups to get the hip throws. | know the combinations 
she does. She doesn’t expect that because no one 

really trained judo before. | know how to throw somebody 
and use my hips. When she’s coming, | can take her 
down too. Anything can happen in this fight. But the main 
thing is the striking. She thinks she can strike, but 

| think she’s weak in that. 

KB: What if you don’t beat her? 

AN: Start over. | never give up. | know .... I’m going to beat 
Ronda Rousey. But things do happen, especially in MMA. 
You never know. You can be so confident, and then a 
punch catches you and everything is done. | would take 

a little bit of time off, maybe go to Brazil and stay with my 
family, but soon I’d be back in the gym getting better to 
get there again. Before | became a champion, | would be in 
the top five, lose and have to start over. 

KB: What does it mean to you that you’re fighting against 
Ronda Rousey? 

AN: It doesn’t matter for me. She’s a human. She’s a 
woman like me. | mean, there’s only one Ronda Rousey. 
But I’m confident. | know | can beat her. | will be 
everywhere in this fight. On that day, | will be better 

than in UFC 200, and people will believe in me as a 
champion. A lot of people still think of Ronda Rousey 

as a champion, but that is history. People are going 

to realize that. 
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A year ago, it would have been shocking 
to hear her talk this way. But she’s done pre- 
tending that things are fine when they're 
clearly not. 

Tarverdyan comes over to start wrapping 
her hands. He’s done this hundreds of times 
over the past few years. Each piece of tape 
and gauze has a message written on it, and 
after the workout, she'll crumple everything 
into a ball. If they were back at her home 
gym in LA, she'd toss the ball over the wall 
of the Octagon cage, a little game to break 
up the monotony of training camp. 

There are hundreds of balls of tape and 
hand wraps from over the years. Many say 
“Retire undefeated.” During this training 
camp, she’s writing a new slogan on her used 
wraps: “FTA.” F--- Them All. 

That includes rivals who try to get press 
for themselves by drawing her into faux 
fights on social media. Everyone who 
cheered that she lost. “Fans” who promise 
they won’t tag her location in photos but 
violate the trust as soon as she’s out of sight. 
“I’m being geotagged like a rhino,” she says. 

But her mom, a former judoka herself, 
keeps reminding her that her motivation 
has got to be more than “FTA” 

“F--- everybody is not a good reason to 
fight,” her mother, AnnMaria De Mars, told 
her. “I think that’s stupid and bulls---.” 

De Mars has never been afraid to chal- 
lenge her daughter. This time, her message 
to Ronda was simple: “You need something 
to fight for.” 


TARVERDYAN SHUFFLES THROUGH the box of 
prints he’s brought to hang on the bare walls 
here. The photos go back to the beginning 
of their relationship, back when Rousey 
drove a beat-up gold Honda Accord with a 
broken window, sweat-stained seats and 
packets of green Tabasco sauce that she’d 
stash from fast-food restaurants to add to 
whatever cheap, bland food she had at 
home. She basically lived in that car for a 
while, driving all over LA to seedy bartend- 
ing gigs she'd find on Craigslist, giving judo 
lessons for $50 an hour, signing up for Pi- 
lates classes at different studios (“because 
the first class is always free”) and praying 
she wouldn't have to choose between buying 


dog food and paying a parking ticket. 

“Broke girl hustle was real,’ Rousey 
jokes. There’s a comfort in going back to 
those memories now, reminiscing between 
training sessions or late at night while she 
eats the skewers of meat that Tarverdyan 
grills over an open flame. Rousey’s first UFC 
fight was less than four years ago, and back 
then she got in the cage to survive. Rousey 
herself had pushed White to add a women’s 
division to UFC, so if her first fight against 
Liz Carmouche didn’t sell, there wouldn’t be 
a second one. For her, or anyone else. 

Tarverdyan comes across a picture of her 
win over Alexis Davis in July 2014. “Oh my 
god, that was the moment my knuckle ex- 
ploded,” Rousey says of the injury that need- 
ed nine stitches afterward. “The only reason 
I don't have pictures of it is I was hiding it 
from my mom.” 

Next he finds a picture of her doing an 
armbar on Sarah Kaufman in 2012, before 
she even joined UFC. It was shortly after 
that Kaufman fight that she met her jiujitsu 
coach, Jason Manly. Manly hadn’t seen 
Rousey much the past few years, but he re- 
cently joined her camp, and it didn’t take 
long for them to fall into a rhythm. 

“She's probably armbarred me 200 times, 
and no two of them have been the same,” 
Manly says as they begin today’s session. 
“You can’t prepare for it because her transi- 
tions are always different.” 

Rousey smiles. “It’s also because he 
doesn’t fall for the same s--- twice. He forces 
me to be creative.” 

They speak in their own language dur- 
ing training, geeking out over footwork 
and head positioning like a songwriter 
would obsess over chords and lyrics. Man- 
ly backs her into a corner; Rousey escapes. 
She’s quicker than he remembers. Lighter 
too. She’s been about 140 to 145 pounds 
during this camp, nearly 10 pounds under 
where she was during camp before the 
Holm fight. 


Rousey and coach Edmond 
Tarverdyan were strict 

with this year’s training after 
2015’s shocking upset. 
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Manly encourages her to throw hini§ 
ROusey crouches and uses her leverage £0 
to§S imi over Herbips, even though he ott 
weighs her by a goed 30 pounds. Afone 
point the talking stops and the fighting be- 
comes real, bodies become weapons, guided 
by instinct @a@mmndfulness: 

Rousey is workin@Omagatng agaist the 
side of the cage, so she pins him in a way 
that renders his size and strength moot. 
Eventually he escapes, but she accidentally 
clips his mouth with her elbow during 
the struggle. 

“Oh s---, sorry,’ she says. “Sorry, sorry, 
sorry. Are you OK?” 

Manly grabs his jaw. He definitely felt 
that. “It’s OK. That’s what I’m here for.” 


He goes to get a mou fi GaEOUbOn his 
Dag. “So you'll feel bett gia RGihi es ays 
Mab a smile. 

After about an hot they re botmspent: 
Manly is drenched in sweat. Rowse. is 
stretching again, this time to coo! down. 

“How do you feel?” he asks hier. 


“Like a ninja,’ she savs. 


ROUSEY STAYS AND does Pilates for a while 
before the sweat dries and she gets a chill. 
This is one of her rituals. After the loss to 
Holm, Pilates was the first exercise she had 
the heart for. 

“Just me out in the garage, alone and cry- 
ing, doing Pilates,” she jokes. “Good times.” 

One day shortly after the fight, her agent, 
Brad Slater, went over to her house and sat 
with her, in the dark, and told her Saturday 
Night Live wanted her to host. “She was 
still in sweatpants,” Slater says. “But she 
looked up, looked right at me and said, 
‘Tm down.” 

SNL gave her a goal to focus on and re- 
minded her she didn’t need to fight again to 
have opportunities outside of the cage. Hol- 
lywood had already come calling, offering a 
Road House remake—which, despite re- 
ports to the contrary, Rousey says, is “not 
going anywhere, just awaiting a rewrite— 
and a key role in a Peter Berg movie called 
Mile 22. She had options. 

And so Rousey faced a question: If she 
didn’t need to fight again, why bother? 

She doesn’t need the money. Her tastes 
were never extravagant anyway. A fun night 
for her is staying in with her boyfriend, 


Travis Browne, and playing World of 


Warcraft or scrolling through the “Today I 
Learned” page on Reddit. 

“If money is the motivation, then f--- 
that,” she says. “All these Money people ... 
Money [Floyd] Mayweather, Money 
[Conor] McGregor. I see they're trying to do 
an angle or whatever. People buy it. 

“The worship of money in our society is 
so deep. But just because that’s the easiest 
way to keep people's attention or entertain 
them doesn’t mean that’s the right way.” 

Of course, Rousey is still doing things 
that make her money. She's fighting again, 
for one. Early in training camp, she took a 


ANYTHING’'S 
POSSIBLE 


day, off to Ae’a photo shoot for Pantene, 
Which lagiched a campaign around her 
éalled “Strong Is Beautiful.” The other day 
She dgeided souS6by+ FearTheReturn shirts 
to fasis7whdwanted to support her, with part 
ofghe proceeds bemefiting an animal rescue 
grganizatidaandaé women’s shelter. 

But she does*these things because she 
wants to. 

“I’ve had no money before, and it wasn’t 
the end of the world,’ she says. The future she 
dreams of doesn’t require much either: a 
house in Idaho or Alaska, full of kids, open- 
ing an animal sanctuary. “All I need is me and 
Travis and our little house in the woods, pop- 
ping out babies and making snowmen and 
I’m cool, man. Really, I’m good.” 

Sure. Maybe. 

But life wouldn't be all that great carrying 
her what-ifs up to Idaho or Alaska. And the 
baddest woman on the planet stepping 
away after one loss? That was never going 
to happen. 

“A fighter does not have that quit in them,” 
Tarverdyan says. “That word means you 
gotta fight through everything.” 

The truth is, she was embarrassed by the 
loss, ashamed of it. She knew what people 
were saying—Miesha Tate calling her “a 
broken woman” and wondering “if she'll 
ever come back the same.” Holly Holm’s 
father, Roger Holm, said she was “scared 
to death.” Cris “Cyborg” Justino started 
mercilessly calling her out on Twitter. 

Rousey refuses to give oxygen to any of 
their taunts. But even after the voices died 
down and the world moved on, they became 
a manifestation of her own shame. The hate 
she hears and feels is really just her wound- 
ed pride echoing in her head. 

So why risk another embarrassing loss? 

“I want to be able to walk away with my 
head held high,” Rousey says. “It’s like a 
painter looking at what he made and know- 
ing it’s not done yet. You could get away with 
it. You could sell that painting and it would 
sell. But you'll always know it was never as 
good as it could have been. I don’t want 
‘good enough’ to be my legacy.” 


IN EARLY NOVEMBER, she taped an episode of 
Ellen, her first very public appearance in a 
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Anything’s 
Possible 


“CONOR 


TOOK THE 


WEIGHT OFF MY 
SHOULDERS, AND 
PM GRATEFUL.” 


ROUSE WUMCONOR MCGREGOR’S DECISION TO HEADLINE UFC 205 


few months. 

It’s not as if she hadn’t been out in 
public—she’d taken a road trip with her 
friends in September and a trip to Hawaii 
with Browne earlier this year. But those 
trips were for her. This was stepping 
back onto the stage and putting herself out 
there again. 

It’s a conscious choice to step in front of 
the camera. To some extent, celebrities are 
complicit in their public caricatures. Rous- 
ey is just trying to do it on her terms now, 
exert some measure of control so she 
doesn’t get swept up in the current again. 

“It’s for a purpose,” she says. “But I get 
anxiety after doing stuff like that, even with 
someone as sweet as Ellen.” 

As she tells the story, she notices the wa- 
ter in the small pot she’s using to cook rice 
boiling over. “Are you supposed to add this 
much water?” she asks Tarverdyan. He's in- 
different. Either she'll get it right this time 
or they’ll throw the rice out. Again. 
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She grabs a cup and adds more water. It 
already looks like mush. She shrugs. 

“I get a little nervous. Not like before a 
fight or anything,’ she says. “I was more ner- 
vous that my heels were way too big and I 
didn’t want to look like I was dragging my 
feet when I was walking. Then I was ner- 
vous that my nipples were showing through 
my dress. But it’s for a purpose. Overall I 
think it adds to my life.” 

That’s the mantra now. 

“Hone in on happiness again,” she says. 
That’s the reason that, outside of SNL, one 
of her only appearances this year came on 
an episode of Drunk History. “It’s my favor- 
ite show. I was like, ‘This year I just need to 
enjoy my life?” 

Dana White wanted that too. Rousey is 
one of his best friends, in or outside the 
UFC. But White also has a business to run 
with precedents to consider. 

In April 2015, the sport made headlines 
when another ofits stars, McGregor, refused 
to attend a news conference. White respond- 
ed by pulling him from the UFC 200 card. 

Rousey watched it unfold from afar. 
When she saw McGregor a month later, at 
a Bud Light commercial taping in Las Ve- 
gas, she pulled him aside and offered some 
advice. “Instead of trying to handle every- 
thing at once, while it’s coming at you, just 
try to reach an agreement beforehand,’ she 
told him. 

Rousey did the same when she negoti- 
ated her terms for UFC 207. She would 
limit her publicity to a few high-profile in- 
terviews with people of her choosing, a day 
of filming at the gym in Glendale and a 
staredown with Nunes at UFC 205, a card 
that McGregor would headline in New York 
in November. 

Originally, White had wanted Rousey 
to fight at that event. It was a landmark 
moment for the sport. New York City! 
Madison Square Garden! White had been 
trying to get fights approved there for years. 
It was the kind of night that demanded a 
bold-faced headliner. 

When White asked, Rousey and Tarver- 
dyan had to consider the request. It was the 
kind of thing that, before her loss, she never 
would have passed up. A huge fight ... the 


company needing her ... White calling her 
personally. But in the end, Rousey declined, 
saying she needed more time to make sure 
she was fully recovered from knee surgery. 

“Everybody knows how I feel about Ron- 
da,” White says. “She worked harder than 
anybody for years, and she needed a break. 
Now that she’s coming back, I’m kind of let- 
ting her do it on her terms.” 

Now all that matters to Rousey is doing 
what gives her the best chance of winning 
her next fight. So she told White no, and 
instead McGregor defeated Eddie Alvarez 
to claim his lightweight championship. 

“Conor gave me the chance to rest, he 
took the weight off my shoulders, and ’m 
grateful,” she says. 

“T will never put my body at risk for mon- 
ey and views ever again. What makes me 
happy is winning and being the best in the 
world and that’s it. F--- all the promotion 
and energy spent on anything that’s not me 
winning. And anyone who tries to tell me I 
owe them energy on frivolous s--- during 
camp out of ‘loyalty’ or ‘friendship’ deserves 
no loyalty from me and is no friend of mine. 

“This is not a time for f---ing favors. This 
is a time for redemption and revenge.” 


AT NIGHT SHE has to use the flashlight on her 
iPhone to walk out to the dojo. It’s even 
colder than the morning, so she warms up 
faster by shadowboxing. 

Tarverdyan comes in to wrap her hands 
again. Tonight is about technique and 
quickness. Footwork, head movement, bal- 
ance. Manly watches as they run through 
drills. This is not his area of expertise, so he’s 
trying to learn. 

The idea is to step around a square area, 
throwing a punch with each turn, without 
rising from a low, wide stance. 

Manly tries to copy the movements. It 
feels totally unnatural. 

“Wow, it’s like I’ve never been an athlete,” 
he says. “This is hard.” 

Rousey demonstrates the footwork again. 
Manly tries to mimic the motion without 
losing his balance. 

“The first time Ronda did this drill,” 
Tarverdyan tells him, “I wouldn’t let her 
throw more than straight jabs.” 
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FOR COMPLETE COVERAGE OF THE 
ROUSEY-NUNES FIGHT—BEFORE, DURING 
AND AFTER UFC 207—VISIT espnW.COM 


Now, though, he’s got to let her throw. He 
puts on a padded vest and his hand mitts so 
Rousey can tee off on him for a while. It’s 
important for her to hit and get hit again. 

He's been letting her go further and fur- 
ther all year. Building confidence back after 
aloss isa particular challenge. Push too far, 
too early, and the recoil is swift. Waiting too 
long leaves room for doubt to creep in. 

The trainer becomes something of ajock- 
ey, looking for the right moment to let the 
horse run free. 

In August, he told her to get in the cage 
with one of his male Armenian fighters. 
“She showed a lot of heart and spirit again,” 
Tarverdyan says. “Once she showed that to 
me, we were good to go.” 

Last month he flew in Olympic boxer 
Mikaela Mayer for a week of sparring. Just 
boxing—no judo or grappling or jiujitsu. It 
looked exactly like their backgrounds sug- 
gested: Mayer stayed outside, trying to run 
up points without getting caught. Rousey 
tried to get inside, where she’s strongest, 
then had to turn off her instinct to take 
Mayer down to the ground. 

Frustrated as she might have been at 
times, it was good to practice patience. Holm 
exploited her instinct to rush in. Nunes 
would be foolish not to try to do the same. 

The Vegas oddsmakers have Rousey as a 
slight favorite. No one has been able to de- 
fend the belt in the year since Rousey lost it. 
Holm lost to Miesha Tate, who then lost to 
Nunes. If Rousey wins the belt back, she 
says, she wants another crack at Holm. 

To make things right, or at least try to. 


EVERY SO OFTEN, Rousey or her trainers put 
up a new quote on the wood panels above 
the mats in the dojo, next to the pictures 
Tarverdyan has hung. 

After the session, Manly takes a few min- 
utes to consider what he wants her to re- 
member. 

“I got it,” he says. “This is perfect.” 

He grabs the black felt pen and climbs up 
on a step stool: “Wherever you go in life, 
your mind has been there first.” 

Tarverdyan’s handwriting is understated 
and neat. In the corner of the room, he’s 
written, “A certain darkness is needed to 


see the stars.” 

Rousey’s quotes are shorter, declarative 
statements in all caps: “FTA” right by the 
door. “SUCCESS IS THE BEST REVENGE” 
in the center of the room. “FINISH WHAT 
YOU STARTED?’ in another corner. 

“She sent me a text the other day,” says 
Rousey’s mother, De Mars. “She said, ‘I am 


doing this to show everybody who believed 
in me, my little sister, my nieces and my 
nephew, that there’s nothing so great that 
you can’t overcome it. You can never fall so 
far that you can’t rise up.” 

Now it’s time to get back in the cage. 

“All I care about is winning this f---ing 
fight’ G 
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Fight of Our Times Ina year of great victory and great 
unrest, the legacy of Muhammad Ali has never felt more 
Vital. But will athletes continue to rise up in 2017? 


n the final months of 2016, which saw the year transform from tumult 
into crippling clarity, an authoritarian image for an authoritarian time 
stood out as definitive: the spectacle of sports, particularly every Sunday 
in the NFL. The veneer of patriotism baked into the sport’s DNA created an appearance of 
unity and oneness designed to obscure cultural divisions and intimidate dissent. 

The truth is that the year could not have been less clean, less unified. When the flags flew, 
black football players knelt. So did WNBA players, white and black, protesting American 
racial conditions as a team. So did Megan Rapinoe of the U.S. women’s soccer team, members 
of which fought their own governing body for improved working conditions and equal pay, 
for footing commensurate to their win totals. 

Sports were played in 2016 along the fault lines of race and gender and class, each increas- 
ingly inescapable, but instead of engagement, the sports machine responded with more flags 
and more flyovers. African-American athletes—from headliners Colin Kaepernick, Carmelo 
Anthony and LeBron James to the lesser known like Eric Reid, Kenny Stills and Kenny 
Britt—embraced their standing as the most historically visible and prominent black workers 
in the country, but their star power did not build understanding for the unfortunate classes 
that are the target of police, government and societal aggression. 

Instead they were met with an energized opposition; many of the predominantly white 
season-ticket buyers and members of the media reacted to protests with increasing fatigue. 
They were intractable, largely disinterested in the grievance of police brutality, preferring to 
explore the anger at the popular, though false, narrative of black anti-Americanism. Fans 
wanted less kneeling and more touchdowns, for their home team or their fantasy team, tell- 
ing the players they cheered to stick to sports, even as they were surrounded by more poli- 
tics—more police, more military, more obedience on game day. 

When the games were played, they were brilliant, and it is the ebullient play that so often 
saves the sport from itself, its front offices and its fans. The year will be remembered for Kae- 
pernick’s awakening but also for Rajai Davis providing the exhausted Cleveland Indians one 
last miracle, and for Kris Bryant making the most enjoyable throw to first that the Chicago 
Cubs have experienced in a century. It will be remembered for Kris Jenkins and Villanova, 73 


Golden State Warriors wins, a spectacular mandate and a subsequent 
spectacular fall. There was James, just when it appeared he did not 
have another gear, hitting supernova and fulfilling more of his des- 
tiny. There were Serena Williams and Andy Murray and Sidney 
Crosby and, in a welcome surprise, Phil Kessel and Angelique Kerber. 
There was the mortality of the athlete, as Peyton Manning went out 
on top, Kobe Bryant went out at the bottom of the standings and Tim 
Duncan, as was his trademark, went out quietly. The David Ortiz 
victory tour ended a transformative era in Boston. 

There was also tearful, inevitable mortality. Muhammad Ali’s 
last breath stirred the atmosphere of the game in a way the play on 
the field could not, reminding the black athlete that his legacy as 
player and citizen was not something to be exchanged for money 
or safety or something as vapid as troll avoidance. As the year drew 
to aclose, the urgency of that responsibility was illustrated by an- 
other dead man, 50-year-old Walter Scott, killed by South Carolina 
policeman Michael Slager. It was captured on video, with Scott 
unarmed and running away from Slager, and Slager shooting him 
in the back anyway. But even clear video of a citizen being killed 
was not enough to convict a policeman who unnecessarily took a 
life. A jury could not bring itself to a unanimous verdict, and 
Slager’s case ended in a mistrial, though prosecutors have stated 
they will attempt to retry him. 

It is this, the stunning lack of accountability, the insulting lack of 
collective outrage—and not an attack on patriotism or the flag—that 
explains why these athletes kneel, why they do not shut up and play. 
It explains the T-shirts, the interlocking arms, the defiance. It also 
explains why all players did not in 2016—and likely won't in 2017— 
rise to their feet and actually become one. 
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